Satire as public discourse in religion by Wallis, Adam
Boston University
OpenBU http://open.bu.edu
Theses & Dissertations Boston University Theses & Dissertations
2016
Satire as public discourse in
religion
https://hdl.handle.net/2144/16326
Boston University
BOSTON UNIVERSITY  
SCHOOL OF THEOLOGY 
 
Dissertation 
 
 
SATIRE AS PUBLIC DISCOURSE IN RELIGION 
 
By 
 
ADAM GLEN WALLIS 
 
B.A., Southern Nazarene University, 2002  
  M.A., Nazarene Theological Seminary, 2005 
M.A., Northern Illinois University, 2012 
 
 
 
 
Submitted in partial fulfillment of the  
requirements for the degree of  
Doctor of Philosophy  
2016 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
     © Copyright by  
ADAM GLEN WALLIS 
2016 
 
Approved by 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
First Reader       _______________________________________________ 
             Robert C. Neville, Ph.D. 
           Professor of Philosophy, Religion, and Theology 
 
 
 
 
Second Reader   _______________________________________________ 
            Christopher H. Evans, Ph.D. 
           Professor of History of Christianity and Methodist Studies 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
iv 
DEDICATION PAGE 
 
 
To my father, Dr. Fred Wallis, and to my mother Barbara Wallis.  
 
 
Over the years, you both have modelled for me how to persist through everything 
difficult about this process. The profound love you have shown for Matthew and me, 
your prayerful support, countless personal sacrifices, and your reliance on God’s grace to 
hope for new things in the midst of difficult times have all been more valuable to me than 
any degree I could ever earn.  
 
 
  
 
 
 
v 
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 
 
My interest theology, philosophy, and ethics was nurtured at Southern Nazarene 
University and challenged to become more articulate at Nazarene Theological Seminary. 
Only by luck did I emerge from studying philosophy at Northern Illinois University as a 
better thinker, writer, and person. I do not believe I would have chosen satire as a central 
topic if David Buller had not convinced me that “life is too short to write what you don’t 
want to write.” At Boston University School of Theology Shelly Rambo was 
unexpectedly encouraging for my idea to write on comedy long before my topic distilled 
further to trends within satire. Serving as my advisor, Robert Neville allowed me the 
widest freedom of research. He also filled my defense committee with sharp minds, all of 
whom provided challenging critical conversation: Chris Evans, David Jacobsen, Nimi 
Wariboko, and Allen Speight. I only hope the final iteration of this work earns their 
individual praises and meets their respective concerns. 
The Choctaw Nation of Oklahoma has provided the most generous financial 
support. Boston University Resident Life also provided more than reasonable housing 
and other assistance over 6 years of working on their South Campus team. Ellen Childs’ 
email about an Edward Sorel presentation at the Howard Gotlieb Archival Research 
Center was a wonderful surprise contribution to my research. My great friends Chris and 
Georgia Patton were excellent confidants and conversation partners over the years as I 
developed what I wanted to say, and to whom it mattered. Finally, I must acknowledge so 
many of my doctoral peers at STH whom I have grown to respect, and with whom I have 
debated, learned, and struggled. (Alexis, you can now have my carrel chair.) 
 
 
 
vi 
If there was a consistent background inspiration for this work, it was the success 
of The Daily Show with Jon Stewart and the Colbert Report. In particular, Stewart was 
my first introduction to how satire can make absurdity more explicit. Lastly, the classes at 
the Improv Asylum in Boston’s North End were also excellent for learning first-hand 
how difficult and subtle is the art of provocative speech and comedy.  
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
vii 
 
SATIRE AS PUBLIC DISCOURSE IN RELIGION 
 
(Order No.                              ) 
 
ADAM GLEN WALLIS 
 
Boston University School of Theology, 2016 
 
Major Advisor: Dr. Robert Neville, Professor of Philosophy, Religion, and Theology 
 
ABSTRACT 
 
Satire is often construed as little more than an entertaining form of mockery, of 
which political and religious satire are only topical instances. However, trends in 
contemporary satire suggest that it can operate as a sui generis mode of rational 
discourse. I argue that recent satire often trades in undermining the exchange of coercive 
ideas, that in doing so it exhibits specific social/political commitments, and that it 
suggests ways of diminishing the harmfulness of abusive speech through practices of 
reading or hearing such discourse which do not permit violent ends. This argument 
proceeds along the following steps: First, satire’s rational function is to undermine the 
strength of reasons through repeating and embellishing their irrational use. Employing 
arguments of J. L. Austin and Robert Brandom, I describe satire as a way of interrupting 
the giving and asking for reasons by supposing expressed beliefs to have unrealistic 
intentions, and thus employing them toward unlikely ends. Second, political and religious 
satire exhibits at least two identifiable commitments which are central to classical social 
contract theory: that political power should be subject to the collective consent of the 
governed, and that those in power should not cause harm to the governed. Third, 
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especially within liberal democratic contexts, satire can function to undermine the abuse 
of power by employing such coercive speech towards socially just ends. Undermining 
harmful speech implies an ontological consequence that one is denied the social role of 
perpetrator. This consequence is suggestive for the view that human identity is 
significantly rooted in public discursive performances; that is, satire exhibits strategies 
both for diminishing the effectiveness of harmful speech and creating for the perpetrator 
a new public role. The approach to theorizing from recent satirical trends has 
consequences which evoke explicitly theological themes of justice and reconciliation. 
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CHAPTER ONE  
A CASUAL INTEREST IN SATIRE 
 
Mixed in with the many kinds of discourse we use on a daily basis is the 
presumptuous and often abusive rhetoric of representing complex ideas and identities in 
simple utterances. When we speak about politics, discuss world events, or express our 
moral commitments, we are interacting with or speaking about individuals who may or 
may not be capable of speaking for themselves. In most democratic contexts, decision-
making strategies typically involve providing reasons in order to influence popular 
support in one direction or another for, for example, funding certain institutions, granting 
or withholding rights and privileges, trade across international markets, and countless 
other social arrangements. The ethical significance of representing or speaking for 
someone else is compounded when the discourse bearing those representations becomes 
the exclusive or dominant mode of representing ideas or reasons. In particular, the public 
instances of religious and political discourse are the kinds of influential discourse which 
deal almost exclusively with basic demands on public attitude and action.  
Because the potential consequences of these forms of public speech involve 
which peoples are represented and what their social status permits, public discourse is a 
firmly ethical matter of justice. Because the machinery of public discourse wields power 
to marginalize or to elevate others within the public sphere, dismantling and repairing 
violent discourse is the work of social justice if not also the theological work of 
reconciliation. Especially since Edward Said’s Orientalism, the ability for discursive 
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strategies to co-opt the identity and destiny of whole peoples has elicited the attention of 
those interested in exposing the abuse inherent to the tropes of national, religious, sexual, 
and gender identities.1 Literature of this kind typically takes aim to expose the various 
avenues of discursive violence endemic to Western narratives or otherwise privileged 
voices. The implication is that the abusive nature of certain rhetoric is call for public 
protest and efforts to scrutinize political speech in order to eliminate objectionable 
discourse from regular use. Less common are strategies for undermining the ability of 
abusive speech to have destructive effects whether or not they are in use, and without 
assuming the moral imperative, if it were possible, to erase it from the public sphere.  
 This dissertation should be viewed as a work in theological ethics which explores 
the ways recent satire has been able to undermine the effects of abusive speech. Satire is 
a rich genre, with more forms and features than can be accounted for in the following 
pages. However, there are certain examples of satire which are peculiarly adept at 
exposing and potentially repairing abusive discourse that can arise in everyday speech. 
Consider, for example, a satire on the ubiquitous practice of victim blaming by taking its 
representations of victims seriously, as though they are ultimately responsible for 
whatever violence might perpetrated against them. To take victim blaming seriously is to 
entertain the idea that there are some people in the world for whom rape is just what they 
do, thus others should restrict their own moments or else risk inviting their own assault. 
There is a sad irony in defending perpetrators as comparable to sexually instinctive 
animals and blaming victims for the audacity to treat assailants as morally responsible 
																																																						
1 Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: Pantheon Books, 1978).  
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persons. Taken seriously, or satirically, the absurdity of victim blaming is so obvious as 
to condemn itself. 
 The contribution of this dissertation is intended to open up additional ways of 
engaging harmful discourse so that its ability to harm is undermined, and not merely 
exposed. While there may be imprecisions in what follows, my aim is not to provide an 
exhaustive description of satire as a whole, nor to argue that it might always serve as a 
suitable mode of discourse for critiquing abuses of power. Instead, I argue that there are 
recurring trends in modern and contemporary satire which exhibit three characteristics: a 
structure capable of analysis for its significance in human discourse, certain implicit 
social and political commitments, and a theologically provocative suggestion that it is 
often possible to subvert the destructive power of typically harmful speech by 
reemploying them toward alternative ends. Each of these exhibitions will contribute to 
my argument for how satire can make explicit what is implicit in violent discourse. For at 
least the trends identified in these pages, satire has engaged the ethical consequences of 
public discourse by creating new capacities within typically violence speech. In this way, 
satire does not attempt specifically to eliminate violent tokens from use, but creates ways 
of hearing and responding to them that render them impotent. 
 
Satire and the World 
 The world of evening cartoon entertainment is an unlikely source for counter-
intuitive hermeneutical strategies. However, a 2007 episode of FOX’s Family Guy 
challenged whether the story of Abraham and Isaac from Genesis 22 should be 
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considered primarily in terms of Abraham’s virtuous faith. In the episode, Peter’s 
daughter Meg is in the hospital, and he worries that she may not recover. He promises to 
treat her more respectfully and confesses “I’ve been a worse father than Abraham.”2 The 
show then inserts a brief “cutaway” depicting the biblical scene in question. As Abraham 
and Isaac walk back down the mountain after Abraham’s attempt to sacrifice his son, 
Isaac expression is incredulous as he exclaims, “You wanna tell me what the f**k that 
was?!”3 Without knowing whether the Family Guy writers were at all familiar with 
Kierkegaard’s Fear and Trembling, its is apparent that they managed to convey exactly 
the same sentiment about Abraham’s faith; it was radically unethical to the point of 
absurdity.4  
 As a genre of comedy, satire also makes a peculiar and concerted use of irony, 
parody, and a host of other rhetorical devices. Satire’s aim is not just to entertain, but to 
draw attention to some morally significant absurdity in the world. This dissertation is 
concerned with elements of modern political and religious satire and its pragmatic ability 
to function as a rational critique of the absurd; in either religious or political contexts, 
satire is a subversive mode of social participation.  
 It cannot be underemphasized that the argument in this work is that satire is both a 
rational discourse involving spoken or implied reasons, and a moral discourse with a 
																																																						
2 Family Guy, season 6, episode 7, “Peter’s Daughter,” written by Zac Moncrief, 
aired November 25, 2007, on FOX, accessed April 13, 2016, http://www.hulu.com/watch 
/2798#i0,p4,s6,d0. 
 
3 Ibid. 
 
4 Soren Kierkegaard, Fear and Trembling (Washington: Three Continents Press, 
1984). 
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pragmatic political consequence. Theological interest in satire arises from its pragmatic 
political consequence; insofar as personal identity is a shaped by our discursive 
exchanges, satire’s ability to manipulate discourse undermines traditional modes of 
coercion and authoritative power. Because much has been written on the topic of the 
public performance of gender and sexual identity, I will not rehearse their arguments 
here.5 Instead, I will engage discourse as a human activity that is rational and, at the same 
time, essential to human individuality. I will argue that if coercive discourse can force 
persons to conform to dominant frameworks, satire is a subversion of abusive speech that 
focusses on absurdities of harmful public discourse. 
  One does not have to look far for an example of satire’s ability to identify 
absurdity in real world events. As an extended example, consider a string of satirical 
works as they relate to a recent international exchange between the United States and 
Israel. On Tuesday, July 14, 2015, President Barack Obama called Israeli Prime Minister 
Benjamin Netanyahu amidst ongoing Nuclear talks with Iran with an offer to upgrade 
Israel’s military defenses against Iran. Earlier on the same day, Netanyahu famously 
denounced the negotiations with Iran as a “bad mistake of historic proportions.”6 The 
																																																						
5 Representative works include Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the 
Subversion of Identity: Subversive bodily acts, IV Bodily Inscriptions, Performative 
Subversions (New York: Routledge, 1990); "Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: 
An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist Theory," Theatre Journal 40, no 4 (December, 
1988): 519-531; Moya Lloyd, "Performativity, Parody, Politics". Theory, Culture and 
Society 16, no. 2 (2007); and Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Touching Feeling: Affect, 
Pedagogy, Performativity (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2003). 
 
6 Julie Hirschfeld and Matthew Rosenberg, “U.S. Offers to Help Israel Bolster 
Defenses, Yet Iran Nuclear Deal Leaves Ally Uneasy,” New York Times, July 15, 2015, 
accessed September 25, 2015, http://www.nytimes.com/2015/07/16/world/middleeast/us-
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Prime minister reportedly declined the offer out of concern that it might suggest he was 
comfortable with the direction of the negotiations. The final draft of the nuclear 
agreement, signed by Iran, the United States, China, France, Russia, the United Kingdom, 
and Germany, has been broadly endorsed by a majority of international communities as a 
positive agreement for all parties.  
 While it was not a peace treaty, the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action regulates 
only the nuclear program in Iran, all but ensuring they do not begin to develop any 
weapons-grade uranium, or increase their stockpile for enrichment, for at least the next 
15 years.7 Regardless of the fact that the agreement drastically lengthened the “breakout 
time” for Iran to develop nuclear weaponry, Prime Minister Netanyahu continued to 
declare the Iran deal a mistake and insisted that it would result in grave consequences for 
Israel. His refusal of President Obama’s offer for a defense upgrade suggests Netanyahu 
did not view the offer as contradictory to Obama’s insistence that the Middle East is 
much safer following the agreement.  
On the same day in July as Obama’s call to Netanyahu, the satirical news website The 
Onion posted an article titled “U.S. Soothes Upset Netanyahu With Shipment Of Ballistic 
Missiles.”8 The article quotes a fake White House official, Daniel Goldman, as saying 
																																																																																																																																																			
offers-to-help-israel-bolster-defenses-yet-nuclear-deal-leaves-ally-uneasy.html. 
7 Richard Nephew, “Based on breakout timelines, the world is better off with the 
Iran nuclear deal than without it,” Brookings, last updated July 17, 2015, accessed 
February 29, 2016, http://www.brookings.edu/blogs/markaz/posts/2015/07/17-iran-
breakout-nephew. 
8 “U.S. Soothes Upset Netanyahu With Shipment Of Ballistic Missiles,” The 
Onion, last updated July 14, 2015, accessed February 29, 2016, http://www.theonion 
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“Bibi always gets a little cranky when he sees us talking to Iran, but a few dozen short-
range surface-to-surface missiles usually cheer him right up.”9 It characterizes the Israeli 
Prime Minister as easily upset, jealous for US attention, yet appeased with military 
gifting. The article ends by claiming, “Goldman went on to say that the U.S. was saving 
its shipment of missile defense system components in case Netanyahu got worked up 
during Israel-Palestine peace negotiations later this year.” The Onion’s announcing a real 
news story is especially coincidental given that the White House only publicly announced 
the offer to Netanyahu the following day.  
However, more interesting is that a left-leaning Jewish news site Haaretz.com 
reported on the White House’s public announcement in an article titled, “After Vienna 
Accord, Obama Offers Military Upgrade to Help Israel Swallow Bitter Iranian Deal.”10 
The satiric coincidence was not lost on Haartez, which posted a follow-up article on the 
following Monday, July 20th admitting they had been scooped: “Where Satire Meets 
Truth: Did The Onion Just Predict a Real Israeli Headline?”11 While The Onion’s article 
revolved around a specific transaction that did not in fact happen, the real events were 
strikingly similar especially given the circumstances leading up to the President calling 
																																																																																																																																																			
.com/article/us-soothes-upset-netanyahu-shipment-ballistic-miss-50842. 
9 Ibid.  
 
10 Barak Ravid, “After Vienna Accord, Obama Offers Military Upgrade to Help 
Israel Swallow Bitter Iranian Deal,” HAARETZ, last updated July 15, 2015, accessed 
February 29, 2016, http://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/1.666205. 
 
11 Asher Schechter, “Where Satire Meets Truth: Did The Onion Just Predict a 
Real Israeli Headline?” HAARETZ, last updated July 20, 2015, accessed February 29, 
2016, http://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/1.666977.  
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the Prime Minister. The Onion was not, however, the only satiric voice to comment on 
diplomatic relations as they pertain to Israel’s enemies. 
Almost two months prior, on May 16, 2015, Louis C.K. delivered a controversially 
themed monologue for Saturday Night Live’s 40th anniversary episode on NBC in which 
he addressed issues such as pedophilia, fighting in the Middle East, and his having a 
“benign” form of “mild racism.”12 The occasion for these topics C.K. addressed in that 
monologue was his life growing up in the 1970s in which, he claimed, things were far 
different than they are now, “except the Middle East. The Middle East is exactly the 
same.”13 He proceeded to compare his decreasingly sympathetic responses to the conflict 
in the Middle East to his inability to sustain a constant posture of fatherly understanding 
over years of moderating his daughters’ feuds.  
I have two kids, and they fight sometimes. And when they first start fighting I get 
concerned… But they work it out. You help them work it out. But if they keep 
fighting, you stop doing that… My kids are like Israel and Palestine, and I’m like 
America. The littlest one is like Palestine because she always gets screwed. She 
gets the worst deals… The older one is like Israel; she comes up to me [saying], 
‘She burnt all my dolls,’ and I’m, like, [whispering] ‘Look… I’ll work it out, you 
and me. We will go out, I’ll buy you a really cool missile, and whatever you do 
with it is totally up to you.14 
 
C.K.’s use of his daughters’ disagreement helped to identify a pattern of US benefaction 
toward Israel but adds the implication that the Middle East is part of a larger family. C.K. 
																																																						
12 Saturday Night Live, Louis C.K./Rihanna, directed by Don Roy King, written 
by Colin Jost, Rob Klein, et. al., aired May 16, 2015, on NBC. 
 
13 Ibid.  
14 Ibid. 
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contrasts the US treatment of the Middle East with how a parent might eventually react to 
her children constant fighting,  
After a while, you just go in the room and say, ‘Hey! Just shut up! You’re both 
wrong because you won’t stop fighting. You’re a family and there’s other people 
in this family… You share a room, and we can’t afford another room. So just deal 
with it.15 
 
Obviously, a comedic bit in the opening minutes of a Saturday Night Live episode is not 
fertile context for nuance and deep analysis of social issues. But this is not all there is to 
consider. 
 If there is a moral argument, however implicit, in well-crafted satire, then it is a 
moral argument that conveys a new articulation of what is already a widely held 
sentiment. In the example of U.S. relations with Israel, the moral argument in question 
satirizes the idea that weaponry should be the default solution for international disputes. 
By reenacting current events, or impersonating a person, or mimicking an idea, satirists 
aim at portraying a recognizable repetition of the absurdity of its object. If a satirist is 
reflecting something currently happening in the world, then the satirist’s contribution is 
often to shape, even if only to reinforce, certain public attitudes. 
 One of the many difficulties of writing a significant theological and philosophical 
appraisal of satire is that satire instantiates in a wider range of mediums than can be 
adequately addressed in a dissertation, much less by someone whose areas of expertise 
are not those of literary theory, communication, literature, art history, theater, or any 
other field commonly concerned with such an art form. Satire is not always comedic or 
linguistic, not always written or literary, not always drawn or performed, not always 
																																																						
15 Ibid. 
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scripted or produced. Each medium exhibits its own range style, forms, structures. 
Because of the overall complexity of the topic, this work will limit itself to certain 
contemporary examples of political and religious satire, much of which is comedic in 
nature.  
 As an effort in theological ethics, there are several aims of this work with certain 
motivating interests behind them. One largely social interest is to argue for the legitimacy 
of political satire, and the effectiveness of some satirists and comedians in affecting the 
behavior of political figures and institutions. For example, numerous media outlets 
recognized Jon Stewart as having an effective voice in lobbying Congress to pass 
legislation covering health care for the first responders to the September 11th attacks.16 
Legislation was held up for years by congressional figures citing concerns with issuing a 
tax increase intended to pay for such care and with whether any of those first responders 
were undocumented immigrants.  
 In 2004 Stewart was once also a guest on CNN’s Crossfire when he roundly 
criticized the show’s format and content. Then co-host of Crossfire Paul Begata later 
reflected on that appearance as the sole reason for the shows cancellation 8 months later, 
referring to additional criticism given after the end of taping; the article appeared on 
CNN’s website, titled “The day Jon Stewart blew up my show.”17 Because of Stewart’s 
																																																						
16 Burgess Everett and Seung Min Kim, “McConnell Poised to Give Jon Stewart 
What He Wants,” Politico, December 11, 2015, accessed March 11, 2016, http://www 
.politico.com/story/2015/12/jon-stewart-911-responders-bill-mitch-mcconnell -216685. 
17 Paul Begala, “The day Jon Stewart blew up my show,” CNN, last updated 
February 12, 2015, accessed, February 29, 2016, http://www.cnn.com/2015/02/12/opin 
ion/begala-stewart-blew-up-crossfire/. 
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compelling wit and the internet, shows like The Daily Show and Steven Colbert’s spinoff 
The Colbert Report have become well-known voices for challenging the social and 
political views of prominent figures and bias in media coverage. 
 Long before these more recent examples, the early seasons of Saturday Night Live 
showcased Chevy Chase’s impersonations of President Gerald Ford to the extent that the 
former president felt it impacted his campaign for reelection.18 In his auto biography, 
Ford claimed,  
every time I stumbled or bumped my head or fell in the snow, reporters zeroed in 
on that to the exclusion of almost everything else. The news coverage was 
harmful, but even more damaging was the fact that Johnny Carson and Chevy 
Chase used my “missteps” for their jokes.19  
 
Along with Chase’s President Ford, Dana Carvey’s impersonations of George H. W. 
Bush helped to shape the memories of Americans by associating him with character traits 
which were entirely fictional.20 A 40th anniversary documentary of Saturday Night Live 
records cast members saying that the popular impersonations, including Ford’s 
clumsiness and Bush’s “Not gonna’ do it,” were not based on actual characteristics. Thus, 
comedic satire thus does not always bear on ideas, as Stewart and Colbert had tended to 
																																																						
18 Saturday Night Live, season 1, episode 5, “Lily Tomlin,” directed by Dave 
Wilson, written by Anne Beatts, Chevy Chase, et. al., aired November 22, 1975, on NBC, 
accessed April 7, 2016, http://www.hulu.com/ watch/159644#i0,p4,d0. 
 
19 Gerald Ford, A Time to Heal: The Autobiography of Gerald Ford (Ann Arbor, 
MI: Harper & Row, 1979), 289. 
20 Saturday Night Live, Season 20, episode 4, “Dana Carvey/Edie Brickell & Paul 
Simon,” directed by Dave Wilson and Mike Judge, written by Ross Abrash, James 
Downey, et al., aired October 22, 1994, on NBC, accessed April 6, 2016, http://www 
.sidereel.com/Saturday_Night_Live/season-20/episode-4/links/18119594. 
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do; it often targets a person’s reputation or their political brand, to the extent that 
branding is important to public figures.  
Satire in Image 
 In the field of print media, illustrator and cartoonist Edward Sorel has created some 
of the more memorable caricature styles, with heavily embellished facial features and 
representations of public figures often juxtaposed against a background that reveals their 
hypocrisy in some regard. One example of this was his portrayal of Frances Lear, who in 
her February 29, 1988 interview with Time Magazine had expressed that she wanted to be 
a model of success for women over 40, and endeavored to create publications and 
production company for that demographic. In response to this interview, Sorel drafted a 
comic strip titled “Enter Queen Lear, Triumphant” for the March 5, 1988 edition of The 
Nation, which displayed the philanthropist as self-indulgent and too privileged to be a 
voice for typical American women.  
 After several employees of The Nation protested Sorel’s portrayal, he wrote a letter 
of explanation and apology. In the undated letter “To the unfriendly 34,” he expressed the 
following:  
My cartoon about Ms. Lear is about hypocrisy—as are most of my cartoons. I 
show a woman who advises other women to be as enterprising as she has been, 
ignoring the fact that other women don’t have the options that come with 
wealth…[Ms. Lear] would like to go into merchandising clothes for women if the 
magazine succeeds. Perhaps it is her up-scale approach to feminism that I should 
have satirized. Or perhaps the fact that in producing her magazine, she stomped 
over various writers and editors, most of them women and some of them over 40, 
treating them like disposable merchandise. Clearly the approach that I did take 
must have been the wrong one if it antagonized so many NATION staffers. That’s 
the last thing I wanted to do.21 
																																																						
21 Edward Sorel to NATION protestors, undated, box 6, Edward Sorel (1929- ) 
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Prior to the cartoon’s publication, there was an attempt to keep the image from the March 
edition. The editor of The Nation, Victor Navasky, had said of the genre that “the most 
powerful caricature (including Sorel’s Frances Lear in the current Nation) is almost by 
definition vicious; and that it would have been wrong to censor our regular monthly 
cartoonist merely because his panel violated some of my own — and/or the staff’s—
political assumptions.”22  
 A network of factors make satire susceptible to multiple interpretations and 
conflicting evaluations. Ambiguities exist in the myriad of features in a satirical 
representation which may be salient to the intended criticism. These ambiguities are 
exacerbated when a satirical work consists only of images. A vivid example of this is 
Barry Blitt’s cover illustration for the July 21, 2008 edition of The New Yorker. The 
image, “The Politics of Fear,” was a portrayal of then newly-elected Barack Obama along 
with his wife Michelle in the oval office. The pair are engaged in a ‘fist-bump’, with the 
first lady wearing camouflage pants, military boots, and a machine gun on her back. The 
president is shown wearing a robe, turban, and sandals, presumably representing the 
stereotypical religious clothing worn by Muslim men. The oval office is decorated with a 
mural of Osama bin Laden above a fireplace containing a burning American flag. Many, 
though not all, understood that the satire of the image, as the editor of The New Yorker 
David Remneck later clarified, captured the absurdity of certain caricatures of the 
																																																																																																																																																			
Collection, Howard Gotlieb Archival Research Center, Boston University. 
22 Victor Navasky to New York Newsday Editor, March 2, 1988, box 6, Edward 
Sorel (1929- ) Collection, Howard Gotlieb Archival Research Center, Boston University. 
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Obamas as secret Muslim extremists, a caricature created to induce fear among American 
voters,.23  
 Satiric ambiguity comes with risk. The effectiveness of the illustration to convey 
such a sentiment, seemingly by presuming the image to be fictionally self-evident, was 
thus called into doubt. The editor maintained that "Satire always comes with some risk 
and the chance of people misunderstanding it, but if you’re going to satirize things only 
that there’s a 100% census on, there’s no satire.”24 However, the image and the 
justifications of those defending it drew ire from critics, claiming that only elitist 
mentalities would assume that if anyone would “get it,” by which is meant understand the 
satire involved, then they would see how it is not offensive.25  
 
Satire in Speech 
 Examining satire as a speech act, it is sui generis in that it regularly conveys a point 
of view by performing an embellished and contradictory point of view. The point of this 
“indirect” form of moral discourse is to convey an absurdity often while saying, often 
with sarcasm, the precise opposite. Part of the theoretical aim of this work is to approach 
																																																						
23 Natalie Gewargis, “New Yorker Editor David Remnick Talks to ABD News 
about Cover Controversy,” abcnews.com, last updated July 16, 2008, accessed February 
29, 2016, http://blogs.abcnews.com/politicalpunch/2008/07/new-yorker-edit.html. 
24 Ibid. 
25 For a fuller description of the reaction to Blitt’s illustration, see Ted Gournelos 
and Viveca Greene’s “Introduction: Popular Culture and Post-9/11 Politics” in A Decade 
of Dark Humor: How Comedy, Irony, and Satire Shaped Post-9/11 America, ed. Ted 
Gournelos and Viveca S. Greene (Jackson, MS: University Press of Mississippi, 2011), 
xi. 
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an understanding of how such discourse works which entails investigating how discourse, 
in general, works as well. Useful in this regard will be Robert Brandom’s Making it 
Explicit and his arguments in support of the view of human nature as uniquely rational in 
the sense that they are the only creatures which practice giving and asking for reasons.26 
Also useful is Linda Hutcheon’s argument that irony is only recognizable because there is 
already an established community of discourse disposed to agree with it. My argument 
will be that satire is an appeal specifically to this human capacity by redeploying reasons 
in ways that are intuitively unacceptable to its audience. Half of the constructive aim of 
this work is to argue that political and religious satire are functionally democratic in that 
their success (frequently signaled by laughter) is dependent on both the ability to 
understand and reflect the sentiment of the public. The other half is that satire exhibits 
concern over the abuse of political power and is uniquely suited to demonstrate strategies 
of undermining the effectiveness of abusive speech.  
 There is a two-fold theological value in this approach to political and religious 
satire. The first value is potentially controversial; since moral judgment is a necessary 
element of satire, the mode of moral criticism will constitute a form of shaming through 
exposure. Far from reclaiming shame as a renewed theological practice, I will argue 
instead that satire shows that exposure can, and has, served a more complex and social 
critical function. A more simplistic formulation is to say that satiric shaming is not 
reducible to one among other forms of mockery. Secondly, from a discursive analysis of 
																																																						
26 Robert B. Brandom, Making it Explicit: Reasoning, Representing, and 
Discursive Commitment (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1994). 
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satire as in terms of its deployment of reasons, I intend to demonstrate that the way satire 
is typically intended, that vulnerabilities of meaning and intent in normal discourse 
extended to satire, and that these vulnerabilities suggest one can also take any given 
utterance at all as satirical. One likely candidate is hate speech. Recognizing these 
vulnerabilities presents opportunities for dismantling the harmful machinery of abusive 
discourse. 
 Satirist often don a persona so fully that the more accurate the mimicry the more 
clear is its moral failing. In the same way offensive speech may be construed as 
performances that enact their own undoing. To construe offensive speech as its own 
undoing is to determine what kind of effects such speech will have, and thus actively 
redetermining its practical implications. For now, I will say that to decide to treat a 
hateful utterance as satire is to assign to it reasons which are opposite to what are most 
likely present in order to shift discourse rather than merely interrupt it. A fuller account 
of these arguments is found in chapter three of this dissertation. 
 Unlike most literary forms, satire has a relatively short shelf-life. Once a satirical 
joke is made, and its implicit moral perspective is received, there is an understanding that 
the satirist has identified and accurately conveyed both the object of interest as well as 
some particular, publicly shared sentiment pertaining to it. In addition to humor or wit, 
satire will always have an object of ridicule, whether it is a person or an idea. Northrop 
Frye has pointed out that, “The satirist has to select his absurdities, and the act of 
selection is a moral act.”27 The object, and the context in which it is represented, has to 
																																																						
27 Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism: Four Essays (Princeton: Princeton 
 17 
bear a recognizable absurdity. “To attack anything, writer and audience must agree on its 
undesirability, which means that the content of a great deal of satire founded on national 
hatreds, snobbery, prejudice, and personal pique goes out of date very quickly.”28  
 Unlike dramatic fiction, where plot and complex character development continue to 
entertain enthrall an audience over time, satire is inherently tied to current events, and 
thus has a small window of time where it is relevant in the public attention span. In a 
similar sentiment, the playwright George Kaufman famously reflected on the failure of 
the first iteration of his satire “Strike Up the Band” (1927) after only two weeks of a poor 
ticket sales saying, famously, “Satire is what closes on Saturday night.”29 For many, this 
phrase has come to convey how ephemeral is satires’ impact, quickly dissolving either 
after the initial novelty has worn off, after failing to elicit much public reaction, or after 
the subject fades from current events.  
 
Satire in Music 
When the creators of Comedy Central’s South Park, Trey Parker and Matt Stone, 
were developing the ideas for the Broadway musical satire The Book of Mormon musical, 
many of their peers were concerned about the religious backlash from the Mormon 
																																																																																																																																																			
University Press, 1957), 224. 
28 Ibid., 224. 
29 Howard Teichmann, George S. Kaufman: An Intimate Portrait (New York: 
Atheneum, 1972), 129. 
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community.30 The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, it was thought, would not 
appreciate the caricatures of either their missionaries or of the historical accounts within 
the text of The Book of Mormon. The musical gives a detailed review of certain central 
stories, but with rhetorical turns that highlight some peculiarities more than others. With 
a number of the songs containing heavily vulgar language and references to God, 
consider one of the more ‘tame’ songs, “All American Prophet.” The angel Moroni 
introduces himself and recalls the conditions he gave to Joseph Smith regarding 
translating the golden plates:  
Even if people ask you to show the plates to them, don’t. 
Just copy them onto normal paper. 
Even though this might make them question if the plates are real or not, 
This is sort of what God is going for.31 
 
Later, Joseph Smith mourns being unable to show the golden plates to other believers.  
Oh God, why are you letting me die without having me show people the plates? 
They’ll have no proof I was telling the truth or not 
They’ll have to believe it just…’cause 
Oh…I guess that’s kind of what you were going for32 
 
 Parker and Stone have been asked on more than one occasion about the response of 
the Latter Day Saints, who purchased multiple full-page ads in the musical Playbill, 
which make references to the book being better than the musical. To such questions, 
Parker has answered,  
																																																						
30 “All American Prophet,” The Book of Mormon, by Trey Parker, Robert Lopez, 
and Matt Stone, directed by Casey Nicholaw and Trey Parker, Citi Emerson Colonial 
Theatre, Boston, MA, October 9, 2015.  
 
31 Ibid. 
 
32 Ibid. 
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We’d been fielding that question for years. We were the only ones who were like, 
They’re going to be totally cool with it. Just watch. That’s the way Mormons are. 
They’ve just proven themselves. They’ve put a nice little period at the end of the 
whole musical. No matter what they do, they will out-nice us guaranteed.33  
 
 It remains the case that satire and its concomitant rhetorical devices provide a hazy 
context for evaluation and interpretation. Without a sufficient context for satirical 
discourse, it is not clear how satire can correctly be seen or received as such. There are 
many points throughout The Book of Mormon which many people with mainstream 
attitudes and sensibilities would find too vulgar to have any constructive value. In 
particular, comedic satire regularly challenges social proprieties in the interest of being 
provocative, or in the interest of not eliding the painful truths in various issues, or both. 
  In Stone and Parker’s musical the Ugandan villagers give a stark representation of 
true-to-life experiences to the African region, including war, famine, death of loves ones, 
a high infection-rate with AIDS, and the persisting medical myth that having sex with a 
virgin can cure oneself of AIDS. The musical reflects the reality of this myth for some 
South African groups as Mafala, a leader in the village, says that “Some people in this 
tribe believe having sex with a virgin will cure their AIDS. There aren’t many virgins 
left, so some of them are turning to babies.”34 The song in which this scene takes places 
is “Hasa Diga Eebowai,” which has a jovial melody reminiscent of The Lion King’s 
																																																						
33 Silas Lesnick, “Trey Parker and Matt Stone Talk The Book of Mormon,” 
comingsoon.net, last updated September 12, 2012, accessed February 29, 2016, 
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34 “Hasa Diga Eebowai,” The Book of Mormon, by Trey Parker, Robert Lopez, 
and Matt Stone, directed by Casey Nicholaw and Trey Parker, Citi Emerson Colonial 
Theatre, Boston, MA, October 9, 2015. 
 
 20 
“Hakunamatata.”35 However, whereas The Lion King’s song promoted letting go of 
ordinary concerns and worries, the Ugandan villagers’ song reflects the expectation of 
tragedy and fear and, in the words of Elder Price, translates to “‘F- you’ to Heavenly 
Father.”36 A few lines of the song exhibit a theatrical self-awareness in light of common 
sensibilities:  
If you don’t like what we say  
Try living here a couple days.  
Watch all your friends and family die.  
Hasa Diga Eebowai!37 
 
 Because of the commonly comedic nature of satire, there are some lines that 
satirists typically do not cross. Gilbert Highet has suggested that “[i]t is because satire 
always contains some trace of laughter, however bitter, that it was and still is so difficult 
to produce an effect satire on Adolf Hitler.”38 It has been widely reported that when 
Charlie Chaplin satirized Hitler in The Great Dictator (1940), he was unaware of the 
radically engineered torture and murder of millions of Jewish, Polish, and other 
innocents.39 Chaplin later claimed that if he had been aware of the concentration camps, 
																																																						
35 Nathan Lane, Ernie Sabella, Jason Weaver, and Joseph Williams, “Hakuna 
Matata,” The Lion King, by Irene Mecchi, Jonathan Roberts, and Linda Woolverton, 
directed by Roger Allers and Rob Minkoff (Walt Disney Pictures, 1994), DVD (2003). 
  
36 “Hasa Diga Eebowai” 
 
37 Ibid. 
 
38 Gilbert Highet, The Anatomy of Criticism. (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1962), 22. 
 
39 Robert C. Reimer, “Does Laughter Make the Crime Disappear? An Analysis of 
Cinematic Images of Hitler and the Nazis, 1940-2007,” Senses of Cinema 52 (September 
2009), accessed February 29, 2016, http://sensesofcinema.com/author/robert-c-reimer/.  
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he would not have portrayed Hitler.40 This is not to say that there will not be some 
intrepid satirist attempting to satirize what should not be satirized, but rather that there 
has been recognition of certain features of human experience that are off limits for the 
use of wit.41 A related phenomenon is that comedic writers tend to push the boundaries of 
the sentiment Highet identifies, at least in part for the notoriety such transgressions bring.  
 
Toward a Critical Understanding of Satire 
Definitions of satire abound, making sharp rhetorical and literary distinctions 
difficult. For this dissertation, satire, irony, and parody are three concepts that can be 
used interchangeably at times, but must be kept separate at others. For Northrop Frye, 
satire may only have two necessary elements, humor or wit and an object of attack. But in 
its relation to irony, “satire is militant irony: its moral norms are relatively clear, and it 
assumes standards against which the grotesque and absurd are measured.”42 For Dustin 
Griffin, however, identifying satire is more about the complex ways it functions to offer a 
moral criticism, persuade an audience that something is absurd without directly saying as 
																																																																																																																																																			
 
40 Chaplin, My Autobiography, 392. 
 
41 Highet, The Anatomy of Criticism, 22. Highet goes on to quote Jonathan Swift, 
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English Tongue (London: Benjamin Tooke, 1712), 43.  
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much, or identifying how an audience feels after the fact.43 Highest takes an Aristotelian 
approach to identifying essential features of satire, writing that “To discover what satire 
is…the best way it to look at some good satirist, dealing with themes which we regard as 
important.”44 Highet’s approach is one that best describes the method of selection in this 
work.  
Heuristic definitions of satire, irony, and parody will be useful, if also over 
simplified. Irony, we can say along with Frye, is a way of “appearing to be less than one 
is, which in literature becomes most commonly a technique of saying as little and 
meaning as much as possible.”45 It is a way of demonstrating incongruences between 
what is presented and what the audience knows. If satire is a militant and moral use of 
irony, as for Frye, then the incongruence it demonstrates bears on an absurdity that is 
presented as somehow more notable or honorable than it is. Parody, by contrast, may be 
construed as imitation, for which there is no necessary critical or moral impulse, although 
parodies often identify and mimic the peculiarities of their subject in the interests of 
humor. For now, it is useful to suppose that all satire includes irony, but satire is a moral 
use of irony. Also, satire may make use of parody, and some parodies may have elements 
of satire in them. This dissertation is largely oriented toward satire that makes use of 
parody and irony. In the following chapter, I address literary theories and analyses of 
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satire and examine a selection of satiric works across literature, art, and musical theatre. 
Chapter two focusses our attention on the indirectness of satire’s discursive 
character. I will argue that satire relies on an audience to recognize the incongruities, 
ambiguities, and indirect criticisms embedded in it. I address examples of contemporary 
religious or political satire in the form of fake news (The Colbert Report), satirical art 
(Barry Blitt and Edward Sorel), and musical production (The Book of Mormon Musical). 
In dialogue with Linda Hutcheon’s analysis of the political significance unique to irony, I 
identify unique features of satire that enable the success of its indirect nature as a form of 
discourse, most specifically by highlighting the ambiguity inherent in how satire 
represents its subject. 46 The ambiguity in satire, most identifiable by its ability to refer 
indirectly, or by implication, shows its reliance on an already-informed discursive 
community to understand the implication. I also argue that because of the indirectness of 
the implied discourse, satire suggests possibilities of altering the intended force of speech 
acts. I suggest that an analysis of speech acts more generally may better enable 
exploration of these features and introduce the idea that satire often redetermines the 
force, or social impact, of utterances, which is often to enact the opposite of its more 
commonly intended use.  
In the third chapter, I will argue that satire can be understood as having a trade in 
evaluating and subverting the use of reasons, and if satire operates in public discourse on 
the level of reasons, then it does so by determining new conclusions for reasons. I 
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introduce a trajectory in analytic philosophy of language interested the pragmatic 
significance of speech-acts and address essentialist pragmatic theories of human 
discourse as giving and asking for reasons. Then, I examine satire as though it were a 
form of undermining the force of reasons, specifically, by employing an utterance or idea 
toward an end that is either counter to its intended use or contrary to its usual force.  
To achieve this end, I make use of certain moments in 20th century analytic 
philosophy of language and glean its conceptual categories for my own purposes.47 These 
categories, I will argue, are useful in order to emphasize that satire is resistant to easy 
categorization, but also to identify as clearly as possible just what discursive possibilities 
exist for reading some utterance as satire. The significance of speech act theory in the 
work of John Searle is that his analysis provides and unwittingly useful set of distinctions 
for demonstrating the sense in which I argue that the effects of spoken utterances remains 
underdetermined long after being uttered. 
If a philosophical analysis of satire must express interest in cognitive states, 
particularly intentional states, this analysis will fall short. Satire, as approached in this 
dissertation, is not concerned with underlying motives or intentions of public figures in 
their respective utterances. Instead, the discursive analysis of satire of chapter three is 
employed specifically for identifying how satire undermines the power of reasons by 
utilizing reasons to achieve different, more preferable ends. If there is a pragmatic 
interest in some speaker’s intentions in making some utterance, as will be discussed in 
																																																						
47 In particular, the discussion will focus on the speech act theory of J.L. Austin, 
How to Do Things with Words (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1975), and John Searle, 
"How Performatives Work," Linguistics and Philosophy 12, no. 5 (1989): 535-558. 
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more detail toward the end of chapter five, the interest is not merely to expose it, but to 
superimpose a different intention altogether.  
Chapter Four attempts a treatment of Carl Schmitt’s Political Theology (1922), 
which was originally an apologia written for why the church must recognize the full 
sovereignty of the German state.48 The analysis of Schmitt’s description of the 
relationship between the state and sovereignty is useful in two ways. First, it represents 
an endorsement of authoritarian regimes in times of war, and of its context within the 
Third Reich prior to the second World War. I suggest that a critical reading of it post-
1945 can only be a reading with attention to its irony. (Unless, of course, one does not 
consider death camps as a compelling reason to refuse unquestioned state use of power.) 
Secondly, the work begs interest in what kinds of political dynamics satire should be 
concerned if it is to have political significance at all. I draw attention specifically to the 
dynamics of power and its indictment in satire. The argument of the fourth chapter is that 
if satire can be understood as capable of undermining a violent, coercive deployment of 
reasons, then satire has a substantial social and political function.  
The moral aim of satire is directed toward abuses of power is, I argue, indicative 
of the interest of a public committed to a limited government authority. Because Political 
Theology rehearses much of the logic in Thomas Hobbe’s Leviathan, I examine the 
political imagination that developed away from the Hobbesian vision of human nature 
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and toward ideas of contractarian living.49 I identify certain principles of social contract 
theory, as put forth by John Locke and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, as uniquely applicable to 
satire because of the latter’s moral critical feature of speaking from a shared, public, and 
moral point of view, and the implication that satire is properly directed towards the 
political abuse of power.50 Transitioning from the present chapter to the ones which 
follow, it is worth recognizing that my use of ‘political’ when referencing kinds of public 
speech or examples of satire is not exclusive of religious speech and satire. Here, 
religious speech is always considered a form of political speech, and political speech is 
any kind of public performance positioned to coerce or to influence the thought or 
behavior of the public. 
Chapter Five begins with a discussion of rational discourse in the public sphere 
alongside insights of Jeffrey Stout, Jürgen Habermas, and Richard Taylor, and includes 
the supposedly special case of religious and theological reasons.51 I return to the approach 
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50 John Locke, Two Treatises of Government, ed. P. Laslett (Cambridge, UK: 
Cambridge University Press, 1988); Jean Jacques Rousseau, Discourse on the Origin and 
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Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere (Cambridge: MIT Press, 
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in the Public Sphere (New York: Columbia University Press, 2011). 
 27 
that began in chapter three of examining satire as a fundamentally discursive form or 
criticism regardless, and identify what makes satire especially well-suited for democratic 
contexts. Liberal political contexts have been thought to be ‘secular’ in the sense that role 
of religious reasons should be limited or excluded from influencing public thought and 
action. Along these lines, figures such as John Rawls have argued that religious reasons 
should only influence public policy if they are supplemented by logically equivalent non-
religious arguments for the same conclusion.52 Religious reasons are thus assumed either 
to be exclusive to religious groups or their political implications should be reducible to 
the concepts of secular language.  
In order to undermine the idea that religious reasons are an exclusive kind, I 
explore Charles Taylor’s idea of modern social imaginaries as a way of understanding the 
cohesiveness of political attitudes of discursive communities, which are, according to 
Linda Hutcheon, what “make irony possible.”53 Finally, I provide a way of learning from 
satire strategies for reading and interpreting harmful speech for more constructive ends 
than exposure. I benefit from the late work of Eve Sedgwick in proposing that hiding 
within the critical and discursive nature of satire is the opportunity for ‘reparative’ satiric 
readings of even harmful political speech.  
The analysis of satire developed in this dissertation suggests avenues for shaping 
theological communities which can include employing otherwise harmful speech in ways 
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that undermine their negative potential. My argument is that the analysis of satire on offer 
demonstrates methods for developing a ‘reparative’ (ala Eve Sedgwick) satiric reading 
wherein one reads destructive rhetoric as though they were witnessing satire.54 A further 
theological interest in a reparative function of satiric reading is determined by the extent 
to which our identities are constituted by our performances within public discursive 
exchange; reading a violent performance as though they were intended as satire 
determines that the discursive exchange will not be violent.  
The theological consequences of this kind of reading are twofold: first, a 
reparative satiric reading undermines the ability of the performance to do harm. 
Secondly, it may render a perpetrator of harmful speech as a failed antagonist, or 
entertainer, or as confused, or as anything but a perpetrator. The latter of these 
consequences carries the additional implication that reparative satiric readings ultimately, 
and effectively, renders a would-be perpetrator as a servant of the people. These readings 
are the result of a practice of interpreting a performance as though it were intended as 
satire, or as reading as satire. 
 
 
																																																						
54 See Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, “Paranoid Reading and Reparative Reading, or, 
You’re So Paranoid, You Probably Think This Essay Is About You,” in Touching 
Feeling: Affect, Pedagogy, Performativity (Durham: Duke University Press, 2003), 123-
152. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
VARIETIES OF SATIRIC EXPERIENCE 
 
 This chapter intends to review the complex genre of satire, with its multiple 
forms, elements, characteristics, and motivations and highlight the centrality of satire of 
ambiguously representing its subject. In doing so, it is hopeful that the reader comes to 
understand satire as an art form as well, even if its more notable works are not as 
timelessly compelling as, say, classic paintings, sculptures, or novels. What follows is a 
brief introduction to the more well-known popular forms of satire with special attention 
to how literary scholars suggest that satire has an objective to stir some kind of emotional 
reaction in an audience. I will also address recent scholarship on the broad affects of 
humor and satire in political discourse. This chapter will also draw attention toward 
specific outstanding examples of contemporary political and religious satire, focusing on 
examples which demonstrate characteristics of a pragmatic linguistic analysis of satire 
also developed in this work. Finally, Linda Hutcheon’s work provides a guiding resource 
for relating satiric irony to the discursive communities which make irony possible.1 From 
the field of literary theory, her idea of “discursive communities” provides the occasion 
for examining discourse more broadly in Chapter Three. 
If satire is only a rhetorically enhanced style of mockery, and the moral issues it 
raises are only used to identify the bias of the satirist, then satire is only entertainment 
																																																						
1 See especially chapter 4: Linda Hutcheon, “Discursive Communities: How Irony 
“Happens,” in Irony’s Edge: The Theory and Politics of Irony (London: Routledge, 
1994), 85-110. 
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mixed with a little punditry. However, when it is successful, satire has a complex 
function of portraying people and ideas in such a way that the audience, if they are so 
constituted as to ‘get it’, recognizes who or what is being represented, as well as what is 
being said about that person or idea. Roger Kreuz and Richard Roberts have argued that 
recognizing the significance of satiric irony involves what they call “the maintenance of 
multiple mental representations.”2 Among these mental representation are recognitions of 
the distinction between the ordinary meaning of some utterance or act, the satirical tone 
of a performance, and the extrapolated implications of the satiric performance. Effective 
satire, commonly signaled by laughter or some sustained attention toward its morally 
relevant criticisms, compels its audience to recognize an implied perspective. In order to 
develop this argument, it is necessary, first, to develop an understanding of the analysis 
of satire more generally. 
 
On Satire as a Genre 
One of the marks of good satire is a good wit. Northrop Frye has suggested that there 
are only two necessary elements to satire: “wit or humor”, and “an object of attack.”3 
Similarly, it has been described as a combination of invective and lampooning with 
comedy and farce.4 Clever remarks and intelligent humor are appealing to anyone who 
																																																						
2 See Roger J. Kreuz and Richard M. Roberts, “On Satire and Parody: The 
Importance of Being Ironic,” Metaphor and Symbolic Activity 8, No. 2 (Summer 1993): 
99. 
3 Frye, Anatomy, 224. 
4 Highet, Anatomy, 155. 
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enjoys the experience of ‘getting’ the joke. However, as entertaining and rewarding as 
satire can be, there is another, two-fold realization worthy of attention. First, is that not 
all instances of satire are successful, witty, entertaining, or relevant. Many attempts fall 
flat. The first iteration of George Kaufman’s satirical musical “Strike Up the Band” was a 
well-known failure, quickly closing in Philadelphia shortly after suffering the same fate 
in New Jersey. Even if the musical was changed and later became a success, it is clear 
that satire is both difficult to write and to write well. Secondly, not all audiences are 
appreciative of satire. The deadly shootings in January 2015 at the headquarters for the 
French magazine Charlie Hebdo are of the more extreme reactions to the offense people 
can take at religious satire, but less violent criticisms are often more insightful with 
regard to the risks inherent to satire. The 2008 “Politics of Fear” illustration on the cover 
of The New Yorker received as much denunciation as praise, or more precisely because of 
contemporary concerns and criticisms of caricaturing race and religion. Unwittingly, the 
illustration drew attention to the problem of whether ignorance, or ignorant tropes, can 
ever be employed for any constructive ends.  
In March 2014 problem reappeared when the Twitter account representing Comedy 
Central’s The Colbert Report posted a clip from a recent episode. In it, Colbert 
facetiously made an appeal to the Asian community by introducing a fake mascot 
“Ching-Chong Ding-Dong” for an equally fictitious charity, “The Ching-Chong Ding-
Dong Foundation for the Sensitivity to Orientals or Whatever.”5 In the context of the 
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Stephen Colbert, aired March 27, 2014, on Comedy Central, accessed April 6, 2016, 
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episode on March 27, 2014, the mascot and charity were introduced as an obscenity  
comparable to that of Washington Redskins owner Daniel Snyder’s attempt to 
demonstrate respect to the Native American community by establishing the Washington 
Redskins Original Americans Foundation. Colbert’s coverage of the story took issue with 
Snyder for simultaneously creating a charitable foundation for Native Americans and 
employing a racial epithet for Native Americans in both the name of the charitable 
foundation and in the team name. Snyder, the NFL team’s owner, has come under long-
standing scrutiny from the National Congress of American Indians for using the term as a 
team name, and has steadfastly refused to change it, assuring detractors that the name is 
intended respectfully. The truncated portion of Colbert’s episode posted to the show’s 
Twitter account showed only Colbert’s fictitious mascot and charity, leading to several 
days of frustration and debate over whether the Asian trope was used offensively, and to 
a short-lived campaign on social media under the Twitter hashtag #CancelColbert.  
Evaluations of satire, even positive ones, often reduce the significance and content of 
satire to simple forms of mockery toward some culturally relevant person, group, or idea. 
In addition to this reductive view, satire typically enjoys only a limited shelf life, which 
Highet describes as “one of the chief problems the satirist has to face.”6 “To write good 
satire,” Gilbert Highet goes on to say, one must “describe, decry, denounce the here and 
now.”7 Satire’s relevance lasts only as long as its subject’s relevant. Similarly, Northrop 
Frye wrote, “to attack anything, writer and audience must agree on its undesirability, 
																																																						
6 Highet, Anatomy, 16-17. 
7 Ibid. 
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which means that the content of a great deal of satire founded on national hatreds, 
snobbery, prejudice, and personal pique goes out of date very quickly.”8 The fact that 
satire must be topical, that it must concern itself with current-events, often relegates it to 
only ephemeral relevance. When the moral issues addressed in satire are no longer a 
salient matter of public interest, then its wit loses its impact. Thus, the overall interest in a 
work of satire is just as episodic as the satirical works itself.  
When relevance is not in question, the crux of satire is what manner of criticism is 
appropriate to the message. The Greek writers Horace and Juvenal are early 
representatives of, perhaps, the two most frequently identified satiric tropes. Horatian 
satire is known for combing the whimsical with a critical moral viewpoint. A satirist can 
use humor and wit to speak the truth against a perceived evil without driving away those 
who identify with that evil. Juvenilian satire, on the other hand, appears as a trenchant 
lampoon of its object. Any laughter is contempt and its desire is to destroy that of which 
one disapproves.9 Mennippean satire is often longer, novel-length, and intended to 
address deeply rooted world-views. Voltaire’s Candide, for example, was a mid-18th 
century monograph satirizing the idea suggested by Leibniz that this world is the best of 
all possible worlds. Candide depicted a Leibnizian optimism contrasted against scenes of 
senseless suffering and death. The brutality of the world contextualized Leibniz’s 
argument in a way that demonstrated conditions under which such optimism would be 
viewed as blindly justifying needless violence. Highet finds that for satire such as 
																																																						
8 Frye, Anatomy, 224. 
9 Highet, Anatomy, 234-235. 
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Candide, “the implicit purpose of the author is to deny that design in life exists.”10 These 
three types of satire are hardly treated by literary scholars as mutually exclusive; one 
form can, at times, exhibit characteristics of another.  
Highet’s The Anatomy of Satire gives a formal literary analysis of common 
components of satire alongside representative examples of classical literary works. He 
identifies three primary technical forms of a satirical performance: monologue, parody, 
and the narrative voice.11 Each form is capable of differently showcasing a range of 
superficial characteristics such as topicality, being more or less realistic, exhibiting shock 
value, having a heavily informal presentation, humor, etc.12  
A strength of Highet’s Anatomy is his recognition that developing an epistemology of 
satire will never be complete. Instead, in what he characterizes as an Aristotelian 
approach, he begins with a catalogue of what are considered good satirical works, 
“dealing with themes which we regard as important.”13 The commonalities he sees are ad 
hoc and open to supplement and change over time, but they also indicate the problem of 
determining very many, if any at all, necessary conditions for satire. The problem 
involves assuming that form and function are fully distinct, and assuming one can 
understand satire by examining only its form. Irony and sarcasm are usual suspects for 
formal analysis of satire, as is some kind of a moral criticism.  
																																																						
10 Highet, Anatomy, 11. 
11 Ibid., 1-8. 
12 Ibld., 5. 
13 Ibid., 3, 13. 
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Beyond the commonly identified aspects of satire, Highet has offered four heuristic 
indications of satire.14 First, an author may simply admit as much, perhaps by way of 
preface, that the work is to be taken satirically. Erasmus’ In Praise of Folly includes a 
generous preface detailing how and why the work is to be understood. However, it should 
be noted that authorial indications are not regularly part of what counts as satirical 
content. Frye remarks, “satire explicitly cannot say what it is doing.”15 One need not 
understand Highet as suggesting prefacing remarks, while useful for identifying the genre 
and style of a literary work, are themselves satire. Secondly, Highet observes that authors 
may issue, again in prefacing or introductory comments, a “pedigree” of influential 
figures, including satirists specifically.  
 Third, a satirist may employ certain recognizable literary or rhetorical devices of 
other satirists. An example of this, described by Kreuz and Roberts as satiric parody, is a 
1968 essay by John Stuart concerning race relations in America. Stuart’s work, A Modest 
Proposal, conspicuously taking Jonathan Swift’s famous title and satiric style, suggests 
that the solution to race relations is that “African Americans should be sent to live in 
Vietnam.”16 In Stuart’s text, the reader is intended to recognize, according to Kreuz and 
Roberts, the absurdity of the ‘solution’, that he was repurposing the recognizable style 
and strategy of Jonathan Swift that, and that Stuart was calling out Americans for their 
numbness to black suffering.  
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16 Kreuz and Roberts, “On Satire and Parody,” 104. 
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 A fourth indication of satire is that it can often be determined by the kind of 
emotion that is wrought in the audience. Highet suggests the emotion is usually some 
combination of amusement and contempt.17 It is worth comparting Highet’s argument 
that satire intense to evoke a particular response with Socrates’ argument in Plato’s 
Protragoras that truth is good and inherently desirable. This latter argument which is 
closely related to the Socratic view that one cannot knowingly pursue what is wrong; for 
Socrates, it is not possible to know what is true and good and not desire it.18 Knowing the 
good, thus, entails that one knows what is desirable and will pursue it. Horatian satire, 
that which speaks truth for the benefit of the audience assumes the same outcome from 
knowing the absurd; to see that something is absurd is to denounce it. One could argue 
that a determining feature for satire is that there is some determinable interest in what is 
good and beneficial for the rest of world that is expressed through ridicule, and this is 
certainly not to say that ridicule will always carry such a public interest. Still, the interest 
in the world may be subtle. A satirist’s reputation may make all the difference in how an 
audience receives her work, or it may be more rhetorically prominent in the work itself. 
However one determines whether public interest is present, this chapter will assume that 
satire has such an interest in the public wellbeing.  
Parody is a useful starting point for looking at particular instances of satire. To 
identify useful categories, Highet suggests a parody can be either formal or material. 
Formal parodies adopt the content of a person or idea while misrepresenting the outward 
																																																						
17 Highet, Anatomy, 21. 
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appearance. He gives the example of infant children precociously imitating their parents: 
“Hush dear.” “You look stunning in that dress.” “Traffic was awful today!”19 Parody, he 
suggests, is the “happy perception of incongruity.” 20 But he avoids confusing parody 
with satire; material parody attempts a repetition of form while embellishing its content, 
whereas satire need not directly mimic the style of words of anyone at all.21  
Perhaps the most recognizable contemporary example of political satire is Stephen 
Colbert’s The Colbert Report, wherein Colbert represented himself as a narcissistic and 
conservative political pundit, but less frequently did he explicitly imitate, or parody, 
political figures. The series debut of The Colbert Report in 2005 introduced its own style 
of straightforward commentary under the ‘truthiness.’ I say more about Colbert’s 
‘truthiness’ below, but for now the word, lexically, is a nonsense word indicating only 
that an idea has the appearance or feeling of being true without necessarily being true. As 
such, it is similar to the titular topic of the brief philosophical essay-turn-book, “On 
Bullshit” by Harry Frankfurt.22 Frankfurt developed an epistemic theory for what 
constitutes ‘bullshit,’ arguing that it is not comparable to lying. Instead, it is possible for 
bullshit to be either true or false; at stake is only that one speaks with the intention to 
convince an audience that one is genuinely informed about some subject matter. In 
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Colbert’s case, his representation of an overly self-assured TV personality emphasized 
his distrust of facts whenever they conflict with his feelings.  
That’s where the truth comes from, ladies and gentleman, the gut. Do you know 
that you have more nerve endings in your stomach than in your head? Look it up. 
Now, somebody’s going to say, ‘I did look it up, and that’s wrong.’ Well, mister, 
that’s because you looked it up in a book. Next time, try looking it up in your 
gut.23  
 
Colbert’s satire models what Highet describes as “look[ing] at reality as a tale told by an 
idiot.”24 There is a hope in political satire of this ilk that when the subject of ridicule is 
exposed as misled at best, or misleading at worst, then a more truthful understanding will 
lead to a more informed electorate if not also a reformed subject.   
 Compositionally, satire traditionally includes humor and an object of attack. Since 
choosing the object is a moral act, as argued by Frye, determining who the object of the 
attack provides some indication of what the moral leaning is of a satiric work.25 Perhaps 
the most noticeable linguistic feature of satire is an indirectness, a purposeful ambiguity, 
which leaves its vulnerable to unintended reception. The next section develops an 
analysis of certain examples of satire which showcase a range of accomplishments in 
political and religious satire from the satirical news site The Onion, Stephen Colbert’s 
character from The Colbert Report, the illustrations of Edward Sorel, and the Broadway 
musical The Book of Mormon. Each of these voices have received much positive attention 
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in recent history, but at different times they have been roundly criticized for their content. 
Assuming I do justice to the artfulness of their respective representations, I will 
demonstrate how the ambiguities within much of satire, when successful in conveying a 
satirist’s intentions, implore theorists to propose further analyses of satiric mediums and 
their effects in public discourse.  
 
The Onion on post-9/11 discourse 
 The Onion is on online satirical news site that regularly addresses current political 
and social news as well as ordinary world events with no apparent significance. Many of 
its articles cite fictitious sources and local residents, and even reuse old headlines and 
stories, replacing old names and locations from previous posts. After the December 2, 
2015 shootings in San Bernadino, California, The Onion recycled an unauthored article, 
“‘No Way To Prevent This,’ Says Only Nation Where This Regularly Happens,” that the 
website had used on several other occasions, over the previous 18 months, following 
similar events in Isla Vista, California, in Charleston, South Carolina, and in Roseburg, 
Oregon.26 The article reported the same quotes from different local residents throughout 
its many iterations, but accurately updating location, the number of deceased, and other 
morally relevant facts. Each ensuing version of the article ends with the same reflection, 
“At press time, residents of the only economically advanced nation in the world where 
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The Onion, Vol. 51, Issue 48. Last updated December 3, 2015, accessed February 29, 
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roughly two mass shootings have occurred every month for the past six and a half years 
were referring to themselves and their situation as ‘helpless’.”27  
“America’s Finest News Source” has a strong history of questioning, through its 
satirical reports, assumptions and narratives commonly accepted in US culture. Jamie 
Warner has argued that The Onion’s was the first and most consistent voices to challenge 
the dominant narrative of events that the Bush administration began circulating following 
the September 11th terrorist attacks, characterized by George W. Bush’s famous binary 
ultimatum: “You are either with us, or you are with the terrorists.”28 Warner argues that 
in the days following the attacks,  
[w]hile the vast majority of news organizations quickly adopted the official frame, 
one newspaper began a series of cogent critiques of the Busy administration and 
its newly named War on Terror. In fact, on October 10, 2001, just one month after 
the terrorist attacks, it ran the following story: ‘Freedom Curtailed in Defense Of  
Liberty.’29  
 
The article purports to quote political figures’ opinions about any suspicion of the 
dominant White House narrative of events. “Ari Fleischer urged Americans to keep their 
mouths shut…’Now more than ever, if we want to protect democracy for future 
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28 George W. Bush, “Address to a Joint Session of Congress and the American 
People” Aired September 20, 2001, on C-Span, accessed April 7, 2016, http://www.c-
span.org/video/?c4526930/presidential-address-joint-session-congress-american-people. 
 
29 Jamie Warner, “Humor, Terror, and Dissent: The Onion after 9/11” in A 
Decade of Dark Humor: How Comedy, Irony, and Satire Shaped Post-9/11 America, ed. 
Ted Gournelos and Viveca Greene (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 2011), 58. 
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generations, if is vital that nobody speak out about the issues of the day.’”30 Senator John 
McCain was also reported as saying that, “Now is not the time for, ‘My opinion is just as 
good as yours,’ and ‘What are my country’s leaders doing and why?’ and ‘I have a 
question, Mr. President.’”31  
Warner argues that, “instead of directly criticizing the Bush administration or their 
dualistic rhetoric, The Onion playfully used satire to introduce ambiguity into the 
powerful dualism of Good versus Evil, holding it up for ridicule.”32 Countering the 
dominant binary in the days and weeks following 9/11 was a difficult feat to manage, 
however, because the context was shaped heavily by coverage of Bush’s speeches at that 
time, which “repeated the dualism often, in instantly recognizable and unambiguous 
language.”33 John Ashcroft responded to criticisms of the lack of due process for 
detainees and immigrants, stating that such criticisms “only aid terrorists” by weakening 
the ability of the US to defend itself.34  
Warner points out that the news media narrative had all but fully succumbed to the 
Bush ultimatum, and adopted the narrative that any political opposition to the 
government’s response is tantamount to aiding the enemy. However, she argued, what 
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33 Ibid., 60. 
34 Ibid., 62. 
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The Onion showed was that such an ultimatum could not be undermined by direct 
dissent. It did so indirectly, by presenting contradictions and factual challenges to the 
administration’s problematic dichotomies through an otherwise supportive rhetoric. The 
Onion’s use of irony “invites the reader to judge the veracity of the frame” by articulating 
the same frame alongside conflicting realities. Much of the significance of The Onion in 
post-9/11 public discourse, for Warner, is that its efforts  
draw on shared cultural knowledge and create new cultural knowledge in their 
wake, allowing potent counter publics to form out of the watchful eye of the 
administration. That is to say, The Onion was a kind of safe space for those who 
wanted to critique both the prophetic dualism frame and the policies the Bush 
administration was pursuing under cover of the frame. [It] allowed articles to be 
forwarded and inside jokes shared, and it provided the knowledge that the 
silenced critics of the administration were not alone in their judgment.35  
 
Additional to this function, the significance of its satire was that it allowed a sharp 
criticism of presidential actions in a time when such criticisms were preemptively 
characterized as unpatriotic and, more paradoxically, anti-democratic. The ‘safe space’ 
The Onion revealed was the space between direct criticism and quiet acceptance, wherein 
satire can indict the absurd through a demonstration of it. The Socratic hope of this kind 
of satire is that a public that sees the truth of absurdity will reject it.  
 
Colbert and the Repetition of “Truthiness” 
 One of the more provocative moments in recent American political satire was 
Stephen Colbert’s speech to the White House Correspondents Dinner in 2006. In it, 
Colbert offered tongue in cheek praise to the Bush administration and to cable news 
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networks, much of which pertained to the administration’s rationale for invading Iraq. 
Most surviving video of that speech give the impression that the speech did not go over 
well with the apparent modicum of laughter from the attendees.36 Colbert became host of 
The Colbert Report after serving as a member of the news team on Jon Stewart’s The 
Daily Show, which exhibited a consistent aim of criticizing cable news for offering up 
more entertainment and drama than news, an aim that Colbert maintained throughout his 
tenure at ‘The Report.’ 
 However, the most notable feature of the speech was President George W. Bush’s 
near-deadpan demeanor for the duration of Colbert’s speech. During his tenure on The 
Colbert Report, Colbert portrayed himself as a narcissistic and loyal conservative, 
articulating an embellished American Exceptionalism. As part of this portrayal, he 
expressed political and religious beliefs, both of which drew attention to the limits of 
exceptional attitudes. Concerning the ideal role of government he joked, “I believe the 
government that governs best is the government that governs least, and by these standards 
we have set up a fabulous government in Iraq.”37 On religion, he claimed that “I believe 
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everyone has a right to their own religion, be you Hindu, Jewish, or Muslim; I believe 
there are infinite paths to accepting Jesus Christ as your personal savior.”38  
 After 11 minutes of comedic material directed toward the president, Colbert 
showed a brief video of himself attempting the role of White House Press Secretary. In 
the video the role of Press Secretary was defined by obfuscating the President’s reasons 
for invading Iraq. Colbert’s responses were spliced into actual news footage of questions 
raised by the White House reporters over several press conferences. Among the many 
tricks for avoiding direct questions, he turns down the volume of reporters’ voices and 
fast forwards through questions with a magical remote control, Colbert proudly showed 
fresh new methods of refusing to answer questions. The main highlight of the satirical 
video was Helen Thomas’s famous question from a Presidential News Conference on 
March 21, 2006, just one month prior to the Press Dinner.  
 In the press conference  in question, President Bush called on Thomas for the first 
time in three years. Before asking her question, Thomas gave a comical warning to the 
President, “You’re going to be sorry,” which received anxious laughter from both the 
President and the press corps.39 She proceeded, 
I’d like to ask you, Mr. President, your decision to invade Iraq has caused the 
deaths of thousands of Americans and Iraqis, wounds of Americans and Iraqis for 
a lifetime. Every reason given, publicly at least, has turned out not to be true. My 
question is, why did you really want to go to war? …You have said it wasn’t oil 
— quest for oil, it hasn’t been Israel, or anything else. What was it?40 
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The President’s response was his long-rehearsed rationale for a changed foreign policy 
following the September 11 attacks; that in order to protect Americans, any perceived 
threats to national security will be preemptively met with military force, such as was the 
case in Afghanistan. This reference to preemptive force against countries known to 
accommodate terrorists became a central aspect of what was known as the “Bush 
Doctrine.”41  
 Thomas made repeated efforts to clarify that while such a rationale might be 
plausible for invading Afghanistan, “I am talking about Iraq.”42 Bush offered indications 
of his reasoning, namely that he believed there was a threat, although he did so without 
adding specific details. The invasion of Iraq was also a result, he added, of Hussein’s 
refusal to abide by certain United Nations Security Council resolutions. In context, it 
would be difficult to justify the devastation Thomas named in her original question by 
citing only the refusal to abide by UN guidelines. Bush’s remarks about the demonstrably 
unrelated events of the September 11th attacks were later viewed as an emotional 
equivocation of facts. Thus, in the original context of Thomas’ question, Bush avoided 
answering by avoiding Thomas’ repeated attempts to call out his lack of nuance. In 
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Colbert’s version, however, he avoids Thomas’ direct line of questioning by physically 
avoiding Helen Thomas as she hauntingly follows a fleeing Colbert, in the style of a 
horror movie, from the Press Briefing Room to New York City, where she reappears as 
his limo driver.  
 Colbert’s parody of the Bush Administration in the video depicted Colbert as 
lacking the stamina necessary to fulfill the Press Secretary’s role of, apparently, 
equivocation and circumventing reporters’ questions. However, in addition to indicting 
the administration for not being truthful with the public, the parody was also a depiction 
of the press as showing a fierce pursuit of truth, and thus becoming a threat to political 
secrecy. This contrasts sharply with the actual Press Conference, during which no one 
followed up on Thomas’ push for clarity about the Iraq invasion; questions moved on to 
other issues pertaining to the ongoing war. Because the video spliced together portions of 
multiple press conferences, there is the implication that the unity of the press in 
demanding truth and clarity was artificial. So, while the elements for pursuing truth were 
already present and included in the parody, the implication is that their actual practices 
lacked a collective interest in questioning authority.  
 Very likely, Colbert’s intention in the video was an effort to parody the Bush 
administration’s avoidance of truth-telling, and the particular depiction of the unity of 
press questioning was a tertiary consideration that only provided a useful occasion for 
that effort. However, the force of the video just is its implication that a singular focus on 
factual discovery, embodied in the slow chase of a note-taking Helen Thomas, is 
comically ironic precisely because such focus was lacking in the media. It is important to 
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understand that laughter does not always suggest contempt or disagreement, just as it is 
also worth recognizing that thousands of reporters had laughed at Thomas’ caricature of 
the free press with a focused pursuit of truth.  
 
Representing and Ambiguity 
 Illustrated satire includes some of the more immediately recognizable images of 
contemporary life. Just as paintings of people and places are often judged for how true-
to-life they are, images which are interpretive renderings of a subject and its significance 
are evaluated by how they represent their object and what is being conveyed in the 
representation. Cartoon religious satire has sparked aggressive reactions from offended 
groups. One infamous example are the cartoon images of the Prophet Muhammad which 
inspired the 2015 mass shooting at the Paris headquarters of Charlie Hebdo, the French 
satirical magazine which published the images. Edward Sorel is a prominent North 
American satiric illustrator whose drawings have appeared in numerous publications, 
including The Nation, The New Yorker, and The Atlantic.  
 Identifying what an artist’s intentions are for any of their images can be implacably 
difficult, and only rarely will there some occasion for explanation or clarification. 
Beyond the usual exaggerated physical characteristics of satirical illustrations, two 
aspects which might be conveyed in cartoon satire are public impressions about the 
subject or some aspect of the subject’s self-description. An example of the latter is Sorel’s 
“Enter Queen Lear, Triumphant,” which appeared in a March 1988 edition of The Nation 
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magazine.43 The image was a caricature of Frances Lear’s presentation of herself in an 
interview with TIME magazine in which she expressed her desire to function a role model 
for middle-aged and older women.44 Lear acquired most of her wealth after a divorce 
from television producer, Norman Lear and went on to found Lear, a magazine for 
women over the age of 45. 
 In Sorel’s depiction of her he portrayed her comments from that interview as self-
righteous and naive, with her caricature saying, “I hope my success will inspire other 
women to dare to be great! All a woman needs is vision, determination, and a very rich 
husband who’ll give her $112 million for a divorce. Then she can break all the rules she 
wants.”45 Following the publication of the full page cartoon, thirty-four members of The 
Nation staff protested, eliciting a letter from Sorel that was distributed among them. Sorel 
apologized for having offended them, and offering an explanation of his intent to satirize 
her privilege. 
My cartoon about Ms. Lear is about hypocrisy—as are most of my cartoons. I 
show a very rich woman who advises other women to be as enterprising as she 
has been, ignoring the fact that other women don’t have the options that come 
with wealth…Perhaps it is her up-scale approach to feminism that I should have 
satirized. Or perhaps the fact that in producing her magazine, she stomped over 
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various writers and editors, most of them women and some of them over 40, 
treating them like disposable merchandise.46 
 
Much like Barry Blitt’s 2008 cover “The Politics of Fear,” Sorel’s use of irony exhibits an 
obvious ambiguity between what is being said and what kind of voice is imagined as 
saying it. It is equally possible that such a caricature of Lear could have originated from 
antifeminist sources or from a famously liberal social and political satirist. Just as 
plausible would be that the manner of depicting Michelle and Barack Obama in Blitt’s 
“The Politics of Fear” could have originated from a racist, fear-inducing perspective 
instead of from an artist interested in illustrating just how absurd were the hysteria and 
suspicions of conspiracy directed toward the Obamas.  
 Satire’s use of ambiguity makes it an easy target for criticism because there is no 
immediate or explicit indication of how a critic might have misunderstood the satiric 
point instead of merely disagreeing with it. But it is not the case that illustrations are 
always limited in this way; other works are less ambiguous. One such work is Sorel’s 
“unauthorized preview” of the interior design of the George W. Bush Library, which 
would later be erected on the campus of Southern Methodist University in Dallas, Texas. 
Shortly after the White House announced that it was soliciting bidders to host the Bush’s 
presidential library, the January/February 2006 edition of The Atlantic published “never-
before-seen drawings of the interior” drawn by Sorel, with captions added by Atlantic 
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writer Cullen Murphy.47 The edition published eight images of paintings including some  
depicting Bush interacting with angels, soliciting Saudi Arabian donors, and promoting a 
his “stay the course” approach to warfare.  
 The first painting visitors encounter once inside the museum is an interpretation of 
John Trumbull’s 1819, “The Declaration of Independence,” featuring “some slight 
improvements over the original.”48 The “slight improvement” Murphy references is a 
centralized floor-to-ceiling rendering of Jesus, haloed and robed in white, with 
outstretched arms around those presenting the finished draft of the Declaration to 
Congress. The image connotes the bold expression of American Exceptionalism that 
characterized much of Bush’s presidential legacy, and much of conservative political 
speech in the US more generally.  
 Interestingly, however, were such an improved rendering of Trumbull’s painting to 
exist, it might find company among similar paintings that were not originally intended as 
satire, such as one by John Gast. Gast’s 1872 painting “American Progress” depicts the 
westward expansion of modernizing of the western territories of the early United States.49 
On the far left of the painting, Native Americans and buffalo under dark clouds are being 
driven out of frame by the westward movement of settlers, farmers, and the developing 
railroad and electrical lines all under the bright morning of dawn. Centrally positioned 
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and hovering above the westward expansion is an angelic female figure, holding a book 
under one arm and assisting in laying telegraph lines with the other. Whereas The Atlantic 
is a monthly periodical focused on social and political commentary, Gast’s image was 
commissioned by a travel guide publisher, George Crofutt, and intended as an 
advertisement to North American travelers that conveyed the idealism of progress in 
industry, transportation, communication, and learning as driving forces enabling the 
growth of American strength and expansion.50  
 Considering the similarities Sorel and Gast paintings, one could argue that the 
public recognition of satire is a matter of dates, given that the significance of context for 
successful satire and that very often the rendering of a statement or image in a starkly 
contrasting context is a fundamental satiric practice. The contrasting contexts of the two 
images are telling. Sorel’s illustration arose in the context of a wide-spread dissatisfaction 
with international policy and action that was grounded in the presumption of American 
exceptionalism. Gast’s painting reflected a collective, early American awe of exploration 
and settlement, as understood through the paradigm of progress. About a different, 
literary, art form, Frye wrote that irony is expressed in “a pattern of words that turns away 
from direct statement or its own obvious meaning.”51 Sorel and Murphy’s image and 
caption are an example of “sophisticated satire,” by which is meant that the reader 
“add[s] the ironic tone himself” without the satirist drawing explicit attention to the 
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irony.52 Examples of satire which demonstrate a more explicit self-awareness, or what 
Frye called “naive irony.”53 These are instances when the satirist “calls attention to the 
fact that he is being ironic,” and Elder Cunningham bears this voice in the Broadway 
musical The Book of Mormon.54  
 
The Book of Mormon Musical 
 There is, perhaps, no more of an entertaining, if also controversial, example of 
naive irony in recent religious satire than the 2011 musical The Book of Mormon.55 As 
was shown the previous chapter, “Hasa Diga Eebowai,” bears one of the more 
recognizable instances of self-awareness in the musical. In a clear address to conservative 
religious sensibilities about making directly offensive statements toward God, the 
Ugandan villagers sing in unison, “If you don’t like what we say, try living here a couple 
days.”56 But that is not nearly the extent of naive irony in the musical. Fittingly, the naive 
expressions are provided by naive characters, the most prominent of whom is Elder 
Cunningham. Hasa Diga Eebowai was very openly reminiscent of The Lion King’s song 
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55 The Book of Mormon, by Trey Parker, Robert Lopez, and Matt Stone, directed 
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“Hakuna Matata,” so much so that Elder Cunningham’s initial reaction to hearing the 
Ugandan phrase and about its use during times of struggle was to ask, “Does it mean ‘No 
worries for the rest of our days?’” There are occasions when certain art forms speak for 
themselves, or when a satirist decides to be more explicit.  
 The musical follows the story of Elder Price and Elder Cunningham as they are sent 
on their mission to a Uganda village to baptize its inhabitants into the Latter Day Saints 
family. However, the two missionaries learn quickly that the villagers’ experience with 
local warlord, famine, and an AIDS crisis leave them far more interested in survival than 
in Mormon history and religious conversion. While much of the critical work in The 
Book of Mormon musical focusses on the specific religious history the tradition records 
for the early 19th century in North America, the less-historically focussed criticisms 
revolved around the effusive optimism personalities of its missionaries, an evangelical 
personality that the musical tends to emphasize. Just as the stereotypical encounter with 
Mormon missionaries have been construed in the context of door-to-door evangelism, the 
sound of the doorbell and the personal introductions of missionaries begins the first act, 
including a montage of the different moments in their offer of religious conversion. Elder 
Cunningham is the least polished of his the newly graduated missionary class, indicated 
by his bellowing introduction, “Hello?! Would you like to change religions?! I have a free 
book written by Jesus!”57 Cunningham’s outbursts will reveal, through ensuing dialogue, 
his tendency for “making things up” with regard to Mormon belief and practice. The first 
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song in the production, “Hello!,” denounces Cunningham for doing so, highlighting his 
role as not conforming to the trope of Mormon missionaries reciting a formalized 
dialogue.   
 The musical is especially careful to include in its dialogue the framework necessary 
for introducing its audience to the historical narrative in the text of The Book of Mormon. 
After introducing the main characters, full of evangelical enthusiasm for changing the 
world through their mission to baptize new saints, and then their confrontation with the 
brutal realities of life in their Ugandan home, the first significant introduction of the 
prophet Joseph Smith comes in the song “All American Prophet.”58 The number begins 
with a humorous poke at Mormon history as Elder Price sings, “I’m gonna take you back 
to biblical times, 1823,” and sharing the account of God telling Joseph Smith where to 
find “a part three to The Bible.”59  
 After finding the golden plates and the vision of angel Moroni, the Joseph Smith 
learns that the plates tell the story of “Jews who met with Christ, [yet] were All-
American.”60 At the end of his life, the prophet Joseph Smith complains to God about not 
being able to show his followers the golden plates. In an allusion to the story of Moses 
and the Ten Commandments, he says that being unable to prove he ever spoke with God 
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was “kind of what you were going for.”61 Perforating the musical narrative are Elder 
Cunningham’s reactions, which exhibit a likeness of what occurs in a television 
infomercial sales pitch. As the song tells more of the story of Joseph Smith’s likeness to 
Moses, even his inability to take his followers into the “Promised Land” of Salt Lake 
City, Cunningham’s remarks betray a heightening tone of incredulity: 
“Wow! God says go to your backyard and start digging, that makes perfect 
sense!”  
“Wow! So, the Bible is actually a trilogy, and Book of Mormon is Return of the 
Jedi?! I’m interested.” 
“How much does it all cost?” 
“And if you order now we’ll also throw in a set of steak knives.”62 
 
 While Elder Cunningham will become a naive hero by the end of the musical, Elder 
Price’s enthusiasm for his mission work also exhibits a more explicit irony after he 
recommits to finishing his mission in Uganda. Price witnesses the despair and 
unwillingness to convert among the Ugandan villagers, succumbs to doubt, and requests a 
transfer to another mission opportunity. However, a dream convinces to him to reaffirm 
the beliefs and mission of the Mormon church, and confront the local warlord. In “I 
Believe,” Price recites confessions that “the Lord God created the universe,” “that he sent 
his only son to die for my sins,” and “that ancient Jews built boats and sailed to 
America.”63 Proceeding to preach directly to the Ugandan warlord, he sings with renewed 
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energy, “I believe that Satan has a hold of you,” “that the Lord God has sent me here,” 
and “that in 1978 God changed his mind about black people!”64 
 
Linda Hutcheon on Irony and Discursive Communities 
 There is a critical function to satire that accounts for how the above depicted 
encounter between a white evangelical missionary and a black Ugandan warlord might 
make some moral, if not also humorous, point. The irony implicit in satiric performances 
depends on an already established set of acknowledgments of meaning and allowances 
for bending the rules of normal communication to speaking in such indirect ways. Linda 
Hutcheon has argued that the usual assumptions about irony and its relation to a 
community of discourse in which it can function have often missed the ways in which 
irony depends on there already being a set of discursive skills and practices present in its 
audience.65 These skills and practices, she argues, allow a community, if only that of the 
satirist/ironist and their hearer, to navigate the linguistic and contextual ambiguities of 
indirect communication. In contrast, some have argued “that irony…is a means of 
creating precisely [the] kind of agreement among participants” that constitutes an ideally 
rational community.66 That irony can create such a community occurs, according to this 
argument, by those who encounter the irony recognizing the indirectness of speech, then 
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deliberating about its meaning, and resulting in a hierarchically elite awareness of the 
intended meaning. Hutcheon has reacted against this elitist interpretation of the 
relationship between instances of irony and the communities which understand and 
recognize its implied incongruity.  
 She recognizes that, “[c]ritics of many theoretical persuasions argue [that] irony 
works in a dialogic or intersubjective ways…invoking or even establishing community or 
consensus.”67 Theories along this line suggest that the intellectual work that goes into 
deciphering irony (or satire, for that matter) creates a de facto group of people who have 
achieved the deeper meaning, with the result that ironic wit helps to identify some 
cultural intelligentsia and facilitate some dialogue between them. The cohesiveness of the 
resulting group is a factor of “the pleasures of deciphering and collaborating” on some 
superior level for understanding the world.  
 However, Hutcheon argues that the idea that the fruits of irony “can both build 
emotional bridges and make intellectual connections between people” constitutes an 
“elitist and/or sadistic argument,” and that “the assumption of superior knowledge shared 
by ironist and interpreter” fosters a “sense of hierarchy: deeper and higher = better.”68 
Furthermore, the presumption of a “hierarchy of meanings” too easily evolves into that of 
a “hierarchy of participants” where ascending the hierarchy is a matter of “interpreter 
competence.” 69  
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 In response to the elitist understanding of the social function of irony, Hutcheon 
proposes that it is more likely that “the discursive community precedes and makes 
possible the comprehension of irony.”70 Instead of the inability to recognize irony being a 
sign of intellectual competency, Hutcheon argues for the view that in order for irony to 
successfully communicate across different communities, there must be a sufficient 
overlap of audience communities for their respective members to understand the relevant 
incongruence. She suggests an “interactional or relational” model where there are already 
present power arrangements and cultural experiences that shape an audience’s or 
community’s ability to understand some intended irony.  
 That successful communication already relies on certain shared information and 
assumptions is not a new idea. She cites H. Paul Grice’s identification of implicit 
“cooperative principles,” which are tacitly at work in normal conversation in the form of 
conversational maxims that include agreements not to be misleading, not to say more 
than is necessary, not to overcomplicate your utterances, etc.71 Additionally, since the 
indirectness of irony entails a purposeful flouting of many of these conversational 
conventions, such “indirect speech-acts…require even more of this sense of shared 
communicative assumptions than ordinary discourse would.”72  
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 To appreciate the significance of an established shared background for 
understanding everyday communication consider Jon McNaughton’s 2009 painting “One 
Nation Under God.” Soaked in symbols of American Exceptionalism, the image 
illustrates his “personal witness and testimony as to the state of this nation” and features a 
golden-robed Jesus standing and holding up the United States Constitution to a crowd of 
citizens.73 Many of McNaughton’s paintings are on display on a personal website and are 
accompanied by substantial explanations of the symbolic meanings of each of the various 
objects appearing in them, most of which align consistently with loosely defined “Tea 
Party” and other conservative attitudes. In “One Nation Under God” dozens of symbolic 
figures in various postures of reverence surround Jesus, including early American 
Presidents, a supreme court justice exhibiting an emotional state of regret, and a mother 
releasing a young male child to approach Jesus in order to touch the Constitution. The 
artist’s explanation of her significance reads, “A mother’s role in raising up the next 
generation is immeasurable.”74  
 Consider also Gast’s “American Progress” as detailed earlier in this chapter, with a 
heavenly figure actively participating in the settlement and modernization of American 
frontier. Earnest examples of American Exceptionalism in modern American artwork 
resonate with an already present set of beliefs, experiences, and expectations of political 
state of affairs by offering more explicit concretizing depictions of those exceptionalist 
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attitudes. If Hutcheon is correct, understanding their representations is made possible by a 
community of politically likeminded people.  
 The same can be said of satire as well. Edward Sorel and Cullen Murphy’s 
depiction of the ‘improved’ version of Trumbull’s “Declaration of Independence,” that 
was satirically reported to hang in the planned interior of the George W. Bush Library, 
features a similar array of images, albeit in cartoon form. It is reasonable to suggest that a 
contributing factor in the collective awareness of a discursive community for determining 
whether some artwork, or any other kind of conceptual expression whatsoever, is sincere 
or satiric is some indicator of its attitudinal function.75 Interpreting spoken utterances 
comes with the assistive benefit of vocal intonation, facial expressions, locational 
contexts, etc. Non-verbal forms of communication, most notably written speeches and 
illustrations, do not. Thus, it is also reasonable to suggest that some other familiarity with 
the author, artist, or source of the expression exists within the discursive community as 
well to enable or allow satire to come across effectively.  
 Of interest for this work is the pause it can create in an observer to encounter some 
utterance, a written work, a painting, or overhearing a nearby conversation without a 
sufficient context to determine its attitudinal function. Suppose one encounters, for 
example, a group of middle-class white Americans mimicking an early African American 
dialect. There may be very little reason to think impersonations are not insensitive or 
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racist. It is not insignificant, then, to recognize the group as a congregation celebrating 
Eucharist and singing “I’m qwine eat at the welcome table, some of these days.”76 
Without the context necessary to determine whether or not the mimicking was at the 
expense of black Americans, whether it was a demonstration of some other insensitive 
display occurred, or whether it was intended in a religiously reflective manner, the truth 
is beyond what can be established by the mimicry alone. The ambiguity makes it 
provocative and gives pause. 
 At issue is not that of putting the burden of explanation on those who find offense 
at some utterance, nor is it attempt to determine what the variously sufficient indicators 
are for satiric speech, art, or performance. Rather, the concern is to explore what 
possibilities one can learn from satire for redeterming the force of an expression. To 
redetermine the force of some utterance is to undermine its force by repurposing it for 
different or opposite ends. The significance of redeterming is that speech acts, when 
analyzed into discreet parts of a locutionary exchange, become vulnerable to misuse or to 
misunderstanding relative to their original intent. They are often received or interpreted 
differently than they are intended. Redetermining a speech act takes purposeful advantage 
of this vulnerability. 
 Much more will be said about the analysis of speech and speech-acts in the 
following chapter, but for now it will suffice to suggest that satire is familiar exercise in 
just the activity of redetermining the force of an utterance. In significant ways, comedic 
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performances repeat vulgar ideas or concepts to diminish their potential to harm.77 In 
some more sharply critical performances, satire enacts the reflexive self-destruction of an 
idea. To co-opt an idea is to use it for ends different than originally intended. 
Redetermining, by contrast, signifies not only that the idea has been coopted, but also that 
in the very performative event of coopting, its original force is diminished or eliminated. 
It would be an oversimplification to suggest that to satirize an idea is always an act of 
redeterming the effective force of speech acts. Satire is a rich genre of literature, art, and 
performance, and represents far more than humor, wit, or ridicule. But primarily 
important for this dissertation are the opportunities for political and religious speech 
illuminated by looking closely at various satiric works.  
 In this chapter my intention was to introduce the uniqueness of certain 
contemporary trends in satire as they pertain to the vulnerability of coercive speech to 
interruptions of their intended use, to the significance of a discursive community for 
satire, and to their suggestion of the possibility to redetermining the force of otherwise 
violent speech. In what follows in chapter three, I argue that a philosophical analysis of 
satire can illuminate how and why it is not clear that the political and theological 
significance of speech is ever fully beyond our control. The analysis available in speech 
act theory presents a model of everyday discourse that is sufficiently clear to display what 
kinds of ambiguities exists in speech which make them vulnerable to purposefully and 
strategically mistaking their significance and meaning. Contemporary satire indicates that 
this vulnerability becomes more salient when satire takes for its object the coercive 
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discourses that can emerge from religious and political authorities, which will become a 
helpful transition for an analysis of social contract theory in the fourth chapter. I will 
demonstrate that some forms of satire, as philosophically articulated in chapter Three, are 
uniquely structured to identify and reinforce the tacit obligations mutually held within a 
political community, thus furthering the constructive contribution of this work.  
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CHAPTER THREE 
ON SATIRE AND DISCOURSE 
 
 In this chapter, I attempt to transition from the theory of satire to its linguistic 
features in order to achieve two goals. The first goal is to identify a linguistic theory 
capable of accounting for the ambiguities at play in satire. Useful in this regard is the 
early speech act theory in the work of J.L. Austin and its further development in John 
Searle. Secondly, I will also approach satire as engaged in a rational activity uniquely 
identified in human discourse. Informing this approach is Robert Brandom’s view in 
Making it Explict that essential to human language is a rational activity characterized by 
giving and asking for reasons. Together, these two goals allow us to move toward an 
understanding of relevant linguistic ambiguities which allow satire to undermine the 
strength of reasons by employing them for contrary ends. One of Sorel’s drawings in 
particular serves well as a strong example of this satiric ability.  
 In a September of 2008 issue of The New Yorker, Edward Sorel’s drew a caricature 
of Thomas Jefferson called “President Tom’s Cabin” for an article of the same name by 
Jill Lepore. In it, a dominantly placed Jefferson displays a quill and parchment on which 
is written “Life, Liberty, and the Pursuit of Happiness.”1 The article reviews the historical 
evidence of the lineage of Sally Hemings, that Thomas Jefferson had denied fatherhood 
of her children, and faults historians for obscuring or passing over these facts. The 
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missteps of many modern historians’ representations of Jefferson’s life, then, are reflected 
in Sorel’s image of Jefferson’s passion for “life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness,” as 
it also depicts Hemings and a number of children off-center, hiding in the shadows of 
background furnishings.2  
 In the illustration, what might first appear to be a nostalgic recollection of 
patriotism, prior to noticing Hemings and their children, is actually a more informed and 
complicated picture of abuse, contradiction, and historical omission. A remarkable 
aesthetic feature of Sorel’s drawing is that, like many of his other works, there is an order 
of prominence in which one might see and identify the characters, by size and location of 
the represented figures as reflected in their importance for broad historical renderings. By 
size, Jefferson is largest, followed by the pale bust of Benjamin Franklin on a table to his 
side. By noticing Franklin the image begins to undermine the Jeffersonian legacy as it 
draws attention to infants and Hemings in hiding throughout the room, exposing the 
consequent assertion that most nostalgic memories of Jefferson obscure the tragic irony 
of his “disclaimed lineage.”3 Just as a linguistic proposition has a logical form, so too 
does satire. One could thus describe the logical form of this work: “If one is to fully 
understand proud moments in history, then one must learn the less convenient truths as 
well.  
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 If one is to examine satiric performances, whether spoken, sung, or drawn, as a 
form of human discourse more generally, then it is informative to begin with an analysis 
of ordinary discourse and identify categories and concepts for evaluating what is being 
said in satire, how it is being said, and what indicators there might be for discerning their 
significance. The usefulness of neatly defined categories, means that ambiguities, when 
they arise, are more easily identified. The categories I will entertain are not exhaustive, 
but they do provide heuristic tools for understanding the approach to satire I will be 
developing in the proceeding chapters. 
 
Speech Acts and Elements of Discourse 
 In satire, there is a public function of providing a focal point for criticism. We can 
see and laugh at the absurdities of racism, sexism, anti-intellectualism, and other things 
many find immature objectionable. Satirical representations often enough have the 
aesthetic character of being both true to, as well as condemnatory of, that which is 
represented. Thus, satire has the character of both condemning and being-complicit-in 
that which is condemned. Recognizing the ability of a satirist to enact condemnation is 
often overshadowed by the latter character of also participating in what is being 
condemned.  
 This chapter proposes to argue that certain analytical tools in use in 20th century 
pragmatic approaches to the philosophy of language serve well for creating a clearer 
picture of the discursive structure of certain forms of satire. I am aided by J. L. Austin's 
distinctions between performative and constative, or reporting, speech acts within 
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language use, H. P. Grice’s theory of pragmatic conversational maxims and implicatures, 
and Robert Brandom’s account of the significance of the uniquely human practice of 
giving and asking for reasons.4 By the end of the chapter I will indicate that the linguistic 
analysis of satire I develop here shows how satire can be instructive for undermining the 
force of abusive speech by redetermining the force of the speech act.  
 In 20th century philosophy of language, J. L. Austin's theory of speech acts argued 
that someone is always doing something when making an utterance. Thus, one can 
distinguish between a locutionary act, or uttering a statement in the traditional sense, and 
an illocutionary act, or what one is doing in uttering the statement.5 His taxonomy of 
different speech acts included two broad kinds: performatives and constatives. Speech 
acts for which the utterance just is the performance of its semantic content are called 
performatives. Performatives contrast with other assertions that are one or more kinds of 
reporting statements, or constatives, which are statements that are either true or false. 
Examples of performatives are those which sometimes accompany pronouncements, such 
as judiciary pronouncements (”Court is adjourned”), forgiving (“I forgive you”), naming, 
(“I name this ship the Queen Elizabeth”) and marrying ("I thee wed"). These actions are 
performed in acts of speaking. Certainly, performative speech acts themselves can occur 
out of context and thus fail to accomplish anything at all. A performative speech act will 
be what Austin calls either “happy” or “unhappy,” depending on whether or not they 
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accomplish the action identified in their semantic content. The fact that such failings are 
possible demonstrates the significance of the relationship between performatives and the 
social conventions in which they are appropriate.  
 One of Austin’s students, John Searle, expanded Austin’s theory of performative 
speech acts by identifying different parts of performed acts: the locutionary act (the 
semantic content of an assertion), illocutionary force (what the speaker desires to convey) 
and perlocutionary force (the effects of what is said).6 These distinctions helped shape 
mid-20th century discussions about linguistic meaning. Austin found that philosophers 
had commonly assumed that the sentence was primarily important for determining the 
meaning of an utterance. Austin’s influence directed attention instead to the discursive 
act as a whole. As a result of these distinctions, one has a sharper set of tools for distilling 
how the question "What did so-and-so mean when s/he said x?" is a much different 
question than "What does x mean?"  
 Because of Austin’s distinctions between the different (what I will call) "locations" 
of meaning, it now becomes possible to understand how the performance of an action 
was not merely distinct from the semantic content of an utterance, but could potentially 
be in conflict with it as well. One person can say to another, “Lunch is on me today. I 
won’t even mention that you never pay,” while it also being the case that the speaker is 
not at all bothered by the other’s failure to pay. But, this could easily be a jest from a 
parent to a 5-year old daughter. Also at stake is a rhetorically unique falsehood, the 
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opportunity to recognize when someone conveys the opposite of what is said. That is, 
when we can recognize that a person says something sarcastically, we recognize they did 
not actually mean it. What factors make it possible to recognize that recognize that 
someone could not have actually meant what they say in any given case? Whatever the 
factors, they are usually non-verbal. (Why would one expect parents to have to clarify 
every playful interaction with their child?) Another may be a reliance on some 
knowledge about the person speaking. Often, non-verbal factors in deciphering linguistic 
meaning are described in intentional language, what Searle called the “illocutionary” 
force, or the effect a speaker desired the locution to have.  
 Aided with the distinction between the semantic content of a locution and 
illocutionary intentions, satire can be specified as a purposefully unhappy illocutionary 
act. A hearer is expected, in some respect, to reflect on the absurdity of some utterance 
within an unconventional context. There is an obvious risk, however. Because satirists 
are not always explicit with their intentions, satire can well become indistinguishable 
from the absurd. For better or worse, satire showcases a performance of the absurd.  
 
Performance and Personal Identity 
 Performance is not always only a linguistic affair; it is also central to personal 
identity. Judith Butler, who is greatly influenced by Austin, argues on multiple occasions 
that the identity of human persons (she is most often concerned with gender identity) is 
not grounded in the individual's private existence, which is then only communicated 
through speech acts. Rather, a person employs a set of 'scripts' that collectively determine 
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their identity. In her book Gender Trouble (1993), Butler treats the act of "dressing in 
drag," as highlighting that an individual’s physicality does not determine their particular 
gender identity, but gender is rather a performance of certain roles.7  
 Drag often refers both to one’s clothing and appearance as well as one’s way of 
speaking and behaving. While Austin was concerned with how performatives are not 
always identifiable by the semantic structure of utterances, Butler explores how one’s 
gender performance is not indexed to the physical anatomy of the performer. If so, a 
person may reject some socially constructed gender role and take on a drastically 
different role without it being a disingenuous display.  
 The influence of speech act theory on Butler’s work is consistent with regard to 
how a particular performance, linguistic or not, relates to the intended ’force’ of that 
performance. Deflecting the accusation that she characterizes drag performance strictly as 
an act of subverting heteronormative culture, Butler makes it clear that “there is no 
necessary relation between drag and subversion, but that drag may well be used in the 
service of both the denaturalization and reidealization of hyperbolic heterosexual gender 
norms.”8 The performative nature of speech acts is an extension of the performative 
nature of human social interaction more generally, wherein human identity is deeply 
rooted in discursive performances. 
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the Subversion of Identity (London: Routledge, 1990). 
8 Judith Butler, Bodies that Matter: On the Discursive Limits of Sex (London: 
Routledge, 1993), 85. 
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 To understand the significance of using speech acts and other performatives (satire 
included) to question public expectations it is important to take inventory on the ways 
different performances are typically matched up with their social significance. H.P. Grice 
attempted to identify certain principles under which discursive performances are 
governed, generally speaking.9 He articulated the “cooperative principle” that one should 
“contribute what is required by the accepted purpose of the conversation.”10 The 
cooperative principle can be specified by four conversational maxims that seems to be at 
play in ordinary exchanges: the maxim of Quantity (say as much, and only as much, as is 
necessary to some exchange), Quality (tell the truth, without lying and without guessing), 
Relation (stay on topic), and Manner (speak clearly and without overly complex 
constructions). These distinctions were proposed with the assumption that people’s 
ability to understand each other depends on a tacit agreement to speak in ways that are 
not intentionally misleading about what we want to convey.  
 Flouting these conversational maxims occurs when we lie, misdirect, pretend, 
perform a monologue, speak in metaphor, use other rhetorical devices, figures of speech, 
and so forth. For the most part, early to mid-20th century philosophers of language 
assume that by following Gricean maxims, or their modifications, we can identify more 
clearly any of the different kinds of available meanings, such as those indicated by 
Austin. Satire exhibits the peculiar feature of flouting conversational maxims while also 
																																																						
9 Originally argued in H.P. Grice “Logic and conversation”, Syntax and 
Semantics, Vol. 3: Speech Acts, ed. Peter Cole and Jerry Morgan (New York: Academic 
Press, 1975): 41-58.  
 
10 Ibid. 
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cooperating in the pursuit of meaning. That is, satire is very often just the kind of speech 
act that recognizably performs the opposite of what is being said; Stephen Colbert's 
performance of a staunch conservatism accomplishes exactly the opposite of what 
"genuine" performances often do.  
 However, "genuine" in the context of satirical performance indicates just what is at 
stake; satire is a necessarily veiled illocutionary activity. Colbert’s persona did not share 
what he actually thinks, so one must determine it by some non-linguistic means. 
Subversive drag performance as well is intended to call attention to the unspoken 
expectations of gender roles and gender identity. One could argue that Butler’s argument 
about drag and gender identity is less about dismantling conventions, and more about 
flouting such conventions specifically to disabuse the audience about their necessity. The 
formation of normative assumptions will always occur as a discursive phenomenon, but 
unmet assumptions are, for Butler, cause for recognizing the complexity of human 
identities rather than, for example, censorship or fears of social instability. Feelings of 
social instability may just be a result of encountering gender identity in a greater 
complexity than one has previously encountered. 
 To be sure, there are countless tacit and seemingly trivial commitments that must 
somehow be communicated for even the most basic discourse to occur successfully. 
From an empirical standpoint, human discourse is riddled with ambiguities. Consider a 
courtroom testimony where a witness gives their account of an event “under oath.” Aside 
from principles of cooperation, there is nothing that can rule out the possibility that a 
court witness will, unannounced, decide to quit playing the language game in which the 
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only alternatives are those of telling the truth or committing perjury. What clues might 
possibly distinguish between the illocution of lying, which assumes the unique intention 
of misleading the court, and the willingness to begin reciting lines of fiction without any 
interest in pursuing the legal proceedings. Legal conventions will hold the witness 
responsible for not telling ‘the truth and nothing but’, notwithstanding whether the 
witness lied, or simply began expressing imaginative fictions. It is worth considering that 
these fictions could, in principle, contain ‘the truth and nothing but’ without the 
illocutionary intent being that of telling the truth. The fact that these ambiguities are 
identifiable suggests that the tacit assumptions which permeate human speech rely on 
assumptions that all parties are cooperating in the same way.  
 The unreliability of people in a public setting to cooperate fully in discourse has 
been addressed in more recent work in the pragmatics of language use. Herbert Clark has 
argued that the demonstration of performatives and implicatures developed by Austin, 
Searle, Grice, and others developed “from clean, invented examples,” and that if 
pragmatics is the study of language in use, it must also account for the spontaneous, 
interactive language of cafés, classrooms, and offices.”11 Clark argues that in a given 
conversational context a speaker will issue a number of “signals” to hearers which 
indicate at least four different “requisites” to which the participants are committed: the 
participants in the conversation, what roles the participants will play, as well as the more 
																																																						
11 Herbert Clark, “Pragmatics of Language Performance” in Handbook of 
Pragmatics, ed. L. R. Horn & G. Ward (Oxford: Blackwell, 2004), 365. 
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mundane matters of timing and location of the particular speech act.12 These “primary” 
signals are also subtle; usually accompanied by a complex employment of “collateral 
signals”: modifications and inserts (the conversational equivalent to parentheticals such 
as this one) which can accomplish a number of different mid-conversational adjustments, 
juxtapositions, and concomitants.13  
 Collateral signals are ad hoc performances that make up for the fact that the 
informal locutions of natural conversation are far less ideal than academic writing or any 
context in which a writer or speaker can carefully prepare in advance the best articulation 
of their ideas. More importantly, these signals serve as ways of establishing common 
ground with some audience in a conversation.14 Face-to-face conversation provides real-
time opportunities for a speakers to recognize a hearer’s confusion, distraction, or 
misunderstanding, so speakers can make course-corrections the moment they see the need 
to do so. Clark rightly sees the challenge of utterances made without the benefit of 
collateral signals.  
What, then, about novels, plays, and news broadcasts? Writers, actors, and radio 
announcers do indeed display their utterances, but their displays are limited, and 
they have no way of grounding what they say. Nor do they have recourse to most 
collateral signals. They can only hope and pray that they will succeed.15 
 
																																																						
12 Ibid., 370. 
13 Ibid., 373. 
14 Ibid., 373. 
15 Ibid., 381. 
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He goes on to say that “language in general” is something we must find elsewhere, such 
as in “cafés, classrooms, and offices, for it is here that we find the primary and collateral 
systems of communication.”16 While Clark is correct in his descriptions of both the 
ambiguities native to these discursive contexts, it is curious that he restricts “language in 
general” only to those contexts in which there is a mutual exchange of utterances, 
clarification, questions, etc. Certainly, the earliest manner of learning languages and 
concept use is through a range of instructive speech performances, such as from parents 
to infants. While Clark argues convincingly that “using language is itself a joint activity 
and requires the same joint commitments,” it does not necessarily follow that without the 
presence of these signals any conversation would be otherwise unintelligible.17 
 Not just any subtle gesture or action can serve as a collateral signal, but only those 
which are capable of being identified and moving a conversation forward. Consider the 
gestures of looking directly at the person to whom an utterance is addressed, pointing 
with one’s finger to an object of reference, or the tonal inflection of raising one’s voice at 
the end of a question. These are conventions, and professional performers and 
broadcasters exhibit a careful methodology for speaking effectively, not to mention 
successfully.18 The point of recognizing these signals as well-established conventions is 
																																																						
16 Ibid.  
 
17 Ibid.  
 
18 For two examples, see Robert Thompson and Cindy Malone, The Broadcast 
Journalism Handbook: A Television News Survival Guide (Lanham, MD: Rowman & 
Littlefield Publishers, 2003); Ann S. Utterback, Broadcast Voice Handbook: How to 
Polish Your On-Air Delivery (Chicago: Bonus Books, Inc., 2000). 
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only to suggest that successful communication is not quite a matter of ‘hoping and 
praying.’ What is important for this work in Clark’s essay is that these signals are 
identifiable just because they are part of the broader activity of human language use. 
Therefore, the primary presence of these signals in discourse in general grounds the 
possibility of successful communication in plays, novels, and TV broadcasts, but it does 
not mean that these writers and actors “have no way of grounding what they say.”19 
  
The Force of Reasons in Public 
 Satire is a peculiar mode of discourse in that its indirectness is fundamental to its 
form precisely because its effectiveness depends on the audience’s ability to understand 
what is at stake in it. Understanding what it at stake in satire, however, is a matter of 
recognizing certain justifications and conclusions as absurd, if not also laughable. That is 
to say, the successfulness of satire depends on the already socially embedded practice of 
looking for and evaluating reasons.  
 Part of the theoretical aim of this section is to approach an understanding of the 
rational activity inherent to discourse. Useful in this regard will be Robert Brandom’s 
Making It Explicit and his arguments in support of the view of human nature as uniquely 
rational in the sense that they are the only creatures which give and ask for reasons. A 
central aim of this chapter is to develop an understanding of the many different possible 
ways of speaking in order to approach an understanding of satire more specifically. My 
argument is that satire appeals specifically to this human capacity by redeploying reasons 
																																																						
19 Herbert Clark, “Pragmatics of Language Performance,” 381. 
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in intuitively unacceptable ways.  As a methodological tool, the proceeding approach will 
review a pragmatic account of language that accounts for how flexible language can be in 
the dual practices of identifying meaning and speaking meaningfully. In many ways, it 
will recall much of Wittgenstein’s insistence that the meaningfulness of an utterance is a 
factor of the use of that utterance within particular social and linguistic contexts, or forms 
of life. Just as the account developed in this chapter offers a way of understanding the 
logical role of reasons, certain elements of this account will benefit this work by 
providing an analytical model for satiric speech acts. 
 Brandom recognizes that identifying human uniqueness implies that there is some 
kind activity or significance that sets humanity apart from other creatures. In Making It 
Explicit, Brandom is principally concerned with developing an account of human 
uniqueness by answering the question “What would have to be true…to be correctly 
counted among us?”20 He answers that question in terms of essentially rational human 
activity as opposed to some physical or spiritual aspect. Among sentient beings, “we are 
the ones on whom reasons are binding, who are subject to the peculiar force of the better 
reason.”21 Because of this, he argues, “saying ‘we’… is placing ourselves and each other 
in the space of reasons, by giving and asking for reasons for our attitudes and 
performances.”22  
																																																						
20 Robert Brandom, Making It Explicit: Reasoning, Representing, and Discursive 
Commitment (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1994), 4. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Ibid. 
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 Reasons carry indications about doxastic practices, the collection of beliefs a person 
holds and the relationships between them, in particular whether those relationships 
provide justification for ideas and actions. The interest in doxastic practice is an interest 
in sapience, over sentience, as essential to human uniqueness. Brandom argues, 
To be sapient is to have states such as belief, desire, and intention, which are 
contentful in the sense that the question can appropriately be raised under what 
circumstances what is believed, desired, or intended would be true… What we 
can offer as a reason, what we can take or make true, has a propositional content: 
a content of the sort that we express by the use of declarative sentences and 
ascribe by the use of 'that' clauses.23 
 
Our doxastic activity has primarily to do with the shape of beliefs and how they play 
justifying roles in relations to other beliefs. Sharing a reason is to express a belief in a 
propositional form, by which it demonstrates its potential to be used a premise. The 
propositional content of a belief is just that form which allows it to have some inferential 
relationship with other propositional contents, whether in the form of other premises or 
conclusions, and thus admits of truth-conditions.  
 The truth-conditions of a proposition are the circumstances under which the belief 
in question is true. Because of the nature of expressed beliefs is that of having some 
propositional content, human beings are not only “makers and takers of reasons” they are 
also “seekers and speakers of truth.”24 Brandom’s approach has a clear focus on reasons 
and expressed beliefs as having propositional content and which are given as reasons. 
That is, they play a role in justifying one’s ideas and actions to some audience that serves 
																																																						
23 Ibid. 
24 Ibid., 6. 
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to evaluate the strength of that justification. This focus also reflects the significance of 
how discursive contexts can adjudicate whether the propositional content is intelligible, 
as well as whether or not it may count as a legitimate reason for a corresponding action. 
 In Making It Explicit, Brandom is not concerned with strictly metaphysical 
questions relating to whether or not beliefs are true. However, he does take great pains to 
distinguish between what it means to believe something is true and what it means to 
make something true. Believing, he argues, “is taking-true,” and acting in accord with 
such believes is an act of “making-true.”25 To believe, for example, ‘that there is milk is 
in the refrigerator’ is to be satisfied to act according to that belief by going to the 
refrigerator for milk were it to become salient to one’s needs. To peruse the refrigerator 
for milk is “making true” of the relevant belief, in the sense that one’s taking-true directly 
informs the corresponding action to demonstrate it to be (for Brandom, ‘make it’) true.  
 Brandom explains, “In action what we do is responsively make-true some 
propositional content that is intelligible to us.”26 It is important to recognize the 
pragmatic nature of this view. Brandom does not suggest that one’s actions could make a 
belief true were it not true already. Instead, he is arguing that the relationship of beliefs to 
actions is such that one’s actions are intended to bring about the state of affairs that 
demonstrate the significance of the belief for one’s actions. In practice, the state of affairs 
is still in question about whether or not the belief about milk in the refrigerator is true. 
Making the belief true, in Brandom’s sense, is to demonstrate both one’s understanding of 
																																																						
25 Ibid., 5. 
26 Ibid., 8. 
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the content of the belief as well as a commitment to its truth. The propositional content of 
a spoken reason demonstrates its justifying role.  
 Reasons are on many occasions the products of perceptual judgments. Forming a 
perceptual judgment is distinct from a more generic form of behavior because it is 
performed reliably and differentially in response to one’s changing environment. There is 
a Kantian influence in Brandom’s thought insofar as the concepts used in the formation of 
perceptual judgments “specify how something ought…to be done.”27 This is because “the 
understanding, the conceptual faculty, is the faculty of grasping rules-of appreciating the 
distinction between correct and incorrect application.”28 One of Kant’s innovations, 
according to Brandom, was his approach to articulating judgment formation in a way that 
sentient persons are held responsible for whether or not judgments are formed according 
to rules.29 Similarly, Brandom takes Kant’s understanding of moral judgments and 
whether such judgments could be willed as a universal principle as a matter of abiding by 
the rules implicit in the Moral Law. Moral judgments, then, must necessarily abide by a 
specific deontological principle which determines whether or not the judgment was 
formed according the rule expressed in the categorical imperative.  
 Brandom contrasts Kant’s revolutionary turn in theoretical models of judgment 
formation with that of Descartes, for whom proper formation of (even ontological) 
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28 Ibid. 
29 Ibid.  
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judgments necessitated a prior epistemic certainty, which entails that there is no publicly 
available rule to determine whether a judgment was inferentially formed in a valid way: 
Kant puts forward a normative, or prescriptive, one-what matters is being the 
subject not of properties of a certain kind but of proprieties of a certain kind. The 
key to the conceptual is to be found not by investigating a special sort of mental 
substance that must be manipulated in applying concepts but by investigating the 
special sort of authority one becomes subject to in applying concepts-the way in 
which conceptually articulated acts are liable to assessments of correctness and 
incorrectness according to the concepts they involve. 30 
The notion that perceptual judgments could be adjudicated by appeal to some kind of rule 
means there are requirements external to the speaker for how to properly apply concepts. 
Giving and asking for reasons, after all, are more than acts of curiosity. They are practices 
that demonstrate a recognition of the normative role of justification, specifically by 
submitting to some external authority. “The key to the conceptual [is found] by 
investigating the special sort of authority one becomes subject to in applying concepts.”31  
 In order to grasp fully “the source, nature, and significance of the norms implicit in 
our concepts,” Brandom argues that Kant’s description of these norms, even while 
characterizing them as necessary, gives them authoritative status for correctly 
determining the use of concepts in the act of expressing propositions.32 “Necessary” here, 
as Brandom points out, is the way in which Kant articulates a prescriptive schema for 
concept formation and pertains to the stock of concepts rational beings can intuit, but not 
to the actual representations one may have nor to the ways those concepts are used. On 
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31 Ibid. 
32 Ibid. 
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this, Brandom articulates a useful distinction between the “‘must’ of justification” and the 
“‘must’ of causal compulsion.”33 If Brandom is right, then to understand Kantian 
‘necessity’ in a more pragmatic sense, one must understand the Kantian a priori as a 
necessary set of rules by which one should abide in expressing propositions, in much the 
same way that if a practical syllogism is moral, then it is necessary that it abide by the 
moral law.34 A person is thus responsible for their concept-formation when expressing 
reasons by virtue of the necessity of the conditions governing such formation.  
 It is important to keep separate the notion of how concepts and ideas are associated 
with one another in the natural experience of individuals, and that of how rationally 
formed concepts should be applied. There are different kinds of norms which determine 
whether a particular conceptual application is justified (for example, that it is non-
contradictory), and those which determine whether the concepts employed are used 
correctly in any given context. “Contradiction, correct inference, correct judgment are all 
normative notions, not natural ones. The laws of nature do not forbid the making of 
contradictory judgments.”35 It is up to the normative power of relevant truth-conditions to 
determine whether the concepts have been rightly used.  
 The distinction between natural and normative laws becomes germane to our 
interests when considering propositional attitudes, or intentional states, such as believing, 
wishing, or doubting. What it ‘means’ to believe something will have some correlation 
																																																						
33 Ibid., 12. 
34 Ibid., 8-12. 
35 Ibid., 12. 
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with one’s behavior regarding that which is believed. For example, someone who 
genuinely doubts that an old bridge will hold their weight will not stroll confidently onto 
it and proceed across to the other side. However, the way in which the content of the 
intentional state (here, doubting) will determine what action is taken (braving the bridge) 
is not determined in the same way that a logical argument will determine the conclusion, 
or in the way a properly-functioning machine’s actions will causally determine its output. 
Believing, doubting, intending and other intentional states do not exist in any causally 
necessary relationship to corresponding actions. Instead, to use a Wittgensteinian 
example, such states function normatively the way rules function by governing moves in 
a language-game; that is, they determine the way in which certain moves should occur, 
but not in the way they must occur.36  
 Brandom is interested in understanding the implicit character of normative 
constraints. Enlightenment figures such as Kant, by contrast, tended to characterize these 
constraints in terms of explicit, sometimes quantifiable, laws or principles.37 Brandom is 
																																																						
36 Cf. Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations (Oxford: Prentice Hall, 
1973): §217. 
37 For an example from Kant: “Act only according to that maxim by which you an 
at the same time will that it should become a universal law.” Immanuel Kant, 
Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals, tr. Lewis White Beck (New York: Library of 
Liberal Arts, 1959): 421. Other examples include Descartes’ positions on certainty, Mill’s 
empirically more valuable “higher faculties,” Bentham’s privileging the sensations of 
pleasure and pain, and Grice’s distillation of the cooperative principle in terms of 
conversational maxims. Rene Descartes, “Meditation 1” in Meditations on First 
Philosophy = Meditationes de prima philosophia, trans. George Heffernan, (South Bend, 
IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1990); John Stuart Mill, The Collected Works of 
John Stuart Mill, vol. 10, ed. John M. Robson (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 
1963-91), 211; Jeremy Bentham, An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and 
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convinced that Wittgenstein’s arguments against the idea that one can, in principle, 
analyze normative guidelines for following a rule fully, and in terms of explicit axioms is 
effective against this tendency. Maintaining the above distinction between the normative 
requirements for applying a concept or a rule and the actual application of the concept or 
rule, there is a remaining underdetermined practice of actually applying the rule.  
 More than knowing a rule, understanding how to apply a rule is a matter of 
applying the rule correctly or incorrectly. How to apply rules is also an unstable matter 
for Wittgenstein: “For any particular performance of any rule, there will be ways of 
applying the rule to so as to forbid the performance, and ways of applying it so as to 
permit or require it.”38 The way individuals actually apply rules is much less rigidly 
determined or predictable compared to the view of cognitive activity as though it 
operated on “rails invisibly laid to infinity” and from which one may not diverge so long 
as one is aware of the rails, or rules.39 Rules can not fully determine how they are to be 
applied because the assumption that there can be an exhaustive set of rules is mistaken. 
Any application of a rule, even not applying it at all, can be said to comply with that rule 
because there can always be added some other rule which, in effect, establishes the 
allowable conditions for a new application.  
 So long as there are practices for determining whether a rule has been applied 
																																																																																																																																																			
Legislation (Amherst: Prometheus Books, 1988), 1; H.P. Grice, Studies in the Way of 
Words (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1989), 27f.  
 
38 Brandom, Making it Explicit, 20. 
39 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, §218. 
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correctly, it can be argued, as Brandom does, that “norms explicit as rules presupposed 
norms implicit in practices.”40 According to Brandom, that there are practices that 
determine whether or not rules are followed properly shows a Wittgensteinian trajectory 
towards pragmatism with regard to understanding norms.41 The pragmatism of this 
approach primarily becomes clear while distilling what kind of activity it is to make a 
public assertion; that is, an assertion as a linguistic act in a discursive context where 
reasons are normally subject to some unique and external kind of discursive authority.  
 With the help of speech act theory as presented at the outset of this chapter, it 
becomes more clear how contemporary satire has taken advantage of the under-
determined nature of the public significance of speech acts. Additionally, with the 
understanding of human rational activity uniquely in terms of giving and asking for 
reasons, the account developed above sheds light on a number of ideas which allow for a 
more robust analysis of promising contemporary trends in satire. Furthermore, this 
account offers opportunities for developing a constructive, and even theological, 
understanding of satire by adopting the discursive practice of re-determining the force of 
violent speech acts in public discourse. This practice is demonstrated in recent examples 
of political and religious satire, but should not be understood to be an attempt to analyze 
the breadth of satiric literature and performance in terms of these tricks in performative 
speech act theory.  
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 In this section, the interest was in what kind of structural flexibility we can identify 
in satire given the pragmatic analysis of language use developed thus far, but more is 
needed to explicate the constructive weight of satire’s critical work. Because satire has 
recently demonstrated the possibility of redetermining the force of political and religious 
speech, satire exhibits an irreducible concern with the power of such widely-influential 
speech. In what follows, I argue that satire’s ability to interrupt violent discursive 
practices exhibits social and political commitments when its subject matter bears the 
influence of political and religious authority. I further argue that these commitments are 
similar in kind to those of social contract theory.  Satire has shown a capacity to make 
explicit the abuses of coercive speech in ways that diminish the violence it can enact, 
and, in doing so, suggest new ethical strategies for responding to such discourse. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 ON POLITLCAL THEORY AND SATIRE 
 
 Recalling Sorel’s “President Tom’s Cabin,” one could take the cartoon as the 
depiction of a complex thesis: that historical portrayals of Thomas Jefferson have 
commonly sought to celebrate the Jeffersonian legacy at the expense of underrepresenting 
the irony of his personal life as a slaveholder and disavowing the children he fathered 
with Sally Hemings. Without serious consideration of the tragic irony in Jefferson’s 
personal life, depictions of him are usually sympathetic to him as a widower with high 
character, physically unable to express sexual urges.1 Sorel has created an opportunity to 
mourn what the conditions might have been that allowed so many to overlook these 
aspects of Jefferson’s context. He redeploys the idea of “life, liberty, and the pursuit of 
happiness” in such a way that it fails to be a self-evident truth for Hemings and her 
children—let alone 12 million chattel slaves—and no longer suffices to represent the full 
legacy of its author.  
 The idea has become a trope in nationalistic rhetoric. Here, however, it is newly 
oriented, with its force undermined and redetermined to implicate the irony of its original 
context. The satiric move overwrites the original political function of the idea, for 
whatever the illocutionary intent may have been, it is no longer relevant to us if political 
figures may decide that “life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness” are universal human 
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Sphinx: The Character of Thomas Jefferson (New York: Random House, Inc., 1996). 
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rights, and also maintain that portion of humanity counts as disposable property.  
This chapter will address the political and religious significance of satire by 
seeking to describe how satire can helpfully critique as well as call for a critique of the 
abuse of power.2 However, satire can also draw specific attention to the relationship 
between power and the consent of the governed. Political satire insists that the state is not 
an unquestionable sovereign, but rather that it is subject to the ongoing consent of the 
governed. Consider another image by Edward Sorel of a popular presidential candidate. 
The 2016 election year experienced the unusual appearance of a self-described 
democratic-socialist, Senator Bernie Sanders. As of the writing of this chapter, Sanders 
has amassed a large and excited following of young, politically liberal voters with much 
of the same success as Barack Obama in 2008. The New Yorker’s Margaret Talbot has 
dubbed him “The Populist Prophet” in an article of the same name, which bears a 
rendering of Sanders in an illustration by Sorel.3 The image is of a large, angry Sanders, 
depicted as Jesus driving money changers from the temple. Captioning the image is the 
description, “Sanders’s young fans combine admiration for his progressive conviction 
with a slightly condescending fondness for cranky old people.”4  
																																																						
2 In what follows, ‘political’ will be used for convenience to refer to authority 
more generally, whether in formally political or religious contexts. Regarding the abuse 
of power, remarks about satiric criticisms apply equally to both spheres. 
 
3 Margaret Talbot, “The Populist Prophet,” The New Yorker, October 12, 2015, 
accessed February 8, 2016, http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2015/10/12/the-popu 
list-prophet. 
 
4 Ibid. 
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Together, the image and article give descriptions of a level of passionate support 
that surprised even the candidate himself.5 It depicts a sufficiently motivated democratic 
electorate that desires to be governed by a certain kind of public figure and and that 
participates in the political system to elect that figure to a position of power. It further 
shows that while satire is well suited for critiquing the abuses of power, which we will 
address in this chapter, satire also encourages its audience to make certain critical 
evaluations: What is being said about the subject? Who is being criticized? How apt is 
the implied criticism? The Sanders-as-Jesus image is of the politico-messianic optimism 
of his supporters more than the behavior or self-description of its subject. In this case, 
then, Sanders-as-Jesus is not about Sanders at all. Likewise, Blatt’s depiction of the 
Obamas-as-terrorists was a satire of Obama’s detractors, and not of the Obamas. Satire is 
thus capable of identifying, and critiquing a range of complexities in the political sphere. 
Recently, Ian Hall has argued that satire has played an educational role in political 
realism, an approach that “provides us with a representation of politics that best conveys 
the realities of political life.”6 Hall’s goal in the article is to argue against Richard Ned 
Lebow’s view that the literary form of tragedy is a vision best suited for international 
theorists interested in teaching international negotiation.7 Hall argues that because 
emotions will play a role in moral decision making and political negotiations, satire’s 
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6 Ian Hall, “The Satiric Vision of Politics: Ethics, Interest and Disorders” in 
European Journal of International Relations 20, no. 1 (2014): 217. 
 
7 Richard Lebow, The Tragic Vision of Politics: Ethics, Interests and Orders, 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003). 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offer of a broader range of emotional responses than tragedy makes it more suited to 
convey the complexities therein.8 Whereas tragedy carries emotional appeals for 
sympathetic responses,  
[s]atire also aims to amuse and to unsettle. Satirists normally aim to make their 
audience laugh, if only sardonically: they do aim to elicit some joy. Satirists often 
also intend to make their audience angry, uncomfortable, discontented, restless or 
irritated with the subject of satire.9 
 
Hall proceeds to argue that satire’s political function and emotional appeal can be 
characterized as inviting its audience to assess how aptness is the portrayal of the subject, 
and to evaluate the moral point of view of the satirist. More accurately, “[s]atire invites 
both disapprobation of what is being satirized and approbation of the satirist’s own moral 
code.”10   
 One way in which satire accomplishes this kind of invitation is through the use of 
irony. Following Linda Hutcheon’s argument about irony from Chapter Two, a discursive 
community’s shared body of knowledge and moral norms is what makes irony possible. 
The militant use of irony can be more or less direct, depending on how obvious the 
incongruence is. Thus, under some circumstances in which an audience should be aware 
of an incongruence without any explicit reference to it, the irony should be easily 
recognizable. If so, then texts which promote ideas that have historically ended in global 
horror cannot be read without attention to irony. This assumes, of course, that the reader 
																																																						
8 Hall, Satiric Vision of Politics, 228. 
 
9 Ibid. 
 
10 Ibid., 229. 
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has no affinity to the horrors in question.  
Carl Schmitt’s Political Theology (1922) is just such a text. Schmitt (1888-1985) 
credited with renewing modern interest in the term ‘political theology’, began the pre-
holocaust conversation addressing the issue of the political exception, or the 
extraordinary steps taken under conditions when a political body faces such a threat that 
its continued existence is in doubt.11 Under these circumstances, extreme measures are 
assumed necessary to maintain the health and safety of the public or of the governmental 
infrastructure, e.g. the institution of martial law. These measures also characteristically 
entail suspending the usual state of affairs to address the threat in question. In Political 
Theology, Schmitt argued that the church should recognize and submit to state 
sovereignty because “Sovereign is he who decides on the exception.”12  
 
Schmitt and Political Theology 
Catastrophes of great enormity are a trope in doomsday films, such as Outbreak 
(1995), wherein certain civil liberties are nullified in order to deal with an unprecedented 
threat to human life. In political theory, it not uncommon for theorists to place the 
possibility of terrifyingly unknown circumstances in justificatory roles for a political way 
of life. In classic modern political theory, such as that of Locke, Hobbes, and Rousseau, 
these realities were either in the immediate national background of a political treatise, 
																																																						
11 Michael Hollerich, “Catholic Anti-Liberalism in Weimar: Political and Anti-
political Theologians,” abstract, The Weimar Moment: Liberalism, Political Theology 
and Law Conference, University of Wisconsin Pyle Center, Madison, WI, October 24-26, 
2008), accessed March 2, 2016, http://law.wisc.edu/ils/weimar abstracts.html. 
 
12 Carl Schmitt, Political Theology, 1. 
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named explicitly in their texts, or both. The implication is a simple one: whatever 
political arrangements were deemed necessary and effective for escaping these horrors 
were the best political program to follow during calm, unexceptional times.  
Proceeding Political Theology, Leo Strauss undoubtedly provided the dominant 
framework for understanding the interaction between political philosophy and theology 
with his description of a live “theologico-political problem” of whether and to what 
extent political authority should rightly be seen as arising from rational, human pursuits 
or from divine revelation.13 Strauss’s identification of this ‘problem’ is not to view it as 
resolvable by appealing to a metaphysical state of affairs, but rather to demonstrate how 
the problem is answered differently by religious and non-religious political theorists. That 
is, the “theologico-political problem” is a way of describing the fundamental differences 
present in normative debates about the legitimacy of political authority for religious 
parties.  
With Strauss’s framework in mind, Schmitt’s proposal can be understood as 
arguing that political authority has a de facto revelatory basis since, for Schmitt, the very 
concepts used to understand the modern state are theological in a strong, genealogical 
sense. For many modern political theorists, of whom John Locke is an example, religious 
commitments shape or are shaped by an understanding of the origin of human rights and 
																																																						
13 See this conversation in Leo Strauss, “Preface to Hobbes’ politische 
Wissenshaft,” in Jewish Philosophy and the Crisis of Modernity, ed. Kenneth Hart Green 
(Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 1997), 453-56.  
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serve as a model for political sovereignty.14 For these theorists, religious beliefs provided 
broad justifications for trusting human reason in the pursuit of justice. Much less 
prevalent was the stronger claim that modern political concepts are derived from 
theological concepts of divine sovereignty. Carl Schmitt is perhaps the earliest figure to 
draft a political treatise along these lines for an explicitly theological audience.  
Following the fall of the German Empire in 1918, the country was feeling the 
fresh penalties of the Treaty of Versailles, which ended the first World War and 
demanded an impoverishing compensation from the German state for, according to the 
Treaty, “causing all the loss and damage to which the Allied and Associated 
Governments and their nationals have been subjected.”15 With the national scene 
rebuilding and regaining its strength, bold, public, and not least infamous steps were 
being taken to establish new stability and nationalistic confidence. In this context, it is 
clear that the government is not the only institution to feel the pain of economic strains 
and the absence of confidence in the state.  
Schmitt’s Political Theology explicitly suggests that ecclesial communities were 
subject to these predicaments as well, and that theological concepts are relevant for times 
																																																						
14 Seagrave, for example, interprets Locke as arguing that God’s labor in creation 
gives God ownership of humanity. Similarly, humanity gains ownership over property by 
mixing their labor in with the physical world. See S. Adam Seagrave, “Self-
Consciousness, Self-Ownership, and Natural Rights,” in Foundations of Natural 
Morality: On the Compatibility of Natural Rights and the Natural Law (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2014), 76.  
 
15 United States Department of State, Denys P. Myers, The Treaty of Versailles 
and after: Annotations of the Text of the Treaty (New York: Greenwood Press, 1968), 
article 231. 
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of real or potential devastation. Any perceived threat to a civil way of life is a source of 
social anxiety, and theological communities are included among them. As surely as 
economic and social crises affect the ability for religious citizens to give to and 
participate in their religious communities, these communities are inextricably bound to 
the consequences of political catastrophe and development. So long as any institution, 
religious or not, expects to be affected by the fallout of political decision-making, so too 
must it be concerned with the matter of which sovereign will be trusted to make those 
decisions.  
 For Schmitt, “Sovereign is he who decides on the exception.”16 A “state of 
exception” is any circumstance “not codified in the existing legal order” and which “can 
at best be characterized as a case of extreme peril, a danger to the existence of the state, 
or the like. But it cannot be circumscribed factually and made to conform to a preformed 
law.”17 The concept of sovereignty has played a fundamental role in political theory. 
Schmitt’s unique contribution to political philosophy is in suggesting that the theological 
model of the Sovereign God who rules over the earth, to whom believers cry and pray 
during times of destruction, is the very model that becomes the secularized model for 
political life. At stake is whether a liberal political theory, characterized in Schmitt as a 
state wholly relying on constitutional law to guide and proscribe its actions, can be 
trusted to protect democracy in exceptional times, or whether one must also defend the 
possible use of extraordinary powers as well. Under a liberal constitutional form of rule, 
																																																						
16 Schmitt, Political Theology, 1.  
17 Ibid., 2. 
 95 
there is a tendency, he argues, “to regulate the exception as precisely as possible,” which 
means “the attempt to spell out in detail the case in which law suspends itself.”18  
Paul Kahn has argued that political violence is regularly construed with religious 
rhetoric, as the highest form of sacrifice, and that because this is so, a perspective of 
political theology is necessary for a fuller understanding of civil religion more generally, 
and of the religious nature of military and political language in particular.19 The religious 
character of political language, he argues, conveys the way that a political way of life is 
treated as sacred, becoming more important than life itself. Political theology, then, 
pertains to distilling just what kind of activity religious political speech is. In particular, 
religious speech is in primary focus when it becomes complicit in political affairs and 
takes on broadly political forms. Any discursive community with any awareness of the 
Shoah will recognize the tragically naïve nationalism in the pages of Political Theology. 
No contemporary theological reading of it could endorse its authoritarianism without also 
implicitly affirming that the risk of enabling genocidal despotism may have religious 
value. 
With certain limitations to be discussed below, Schmitt’s text can be described as 
a Hobbesian project in both its historical context and its aims in justifying the rule of a 
sovereign. Schmitt has apparent interests in defending his particular authoritarian 
apologetic against constitutional liberalism, which was the very form of democracy 
																																																						
18 Ibid., 12. 
 
19 See Paul W. Kahn, Political Theology: Four New Chapters on the Concept of 
Sovereignty (New York: Columbia University Press, 2011), 7.  
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intended by the new constitution of the German Reich in 1919. The role of a constitution 
includes the continuing practice of codifying the predetermined course of action for a 
range of future possibilities within the national experience. However, there are times 
when an emergency arises, he argues, which makes necessary the use of extraordinary 
measures to maintain national security. Schmitt does not take efforts to determine what 
kind of emergencies might count, e.g. internal unrest or external threats, nor should we 
assume he could have done so reliably. His point is that exceptional times simply 
manifest as they are: unpredictable in scope and nature. But he gives a thorough account 
for the role of the state during such times. 
Schmitt argues that, “What characterizes an exception is principally unlimited 
authority, which means the suspension of the entire existing order.”20 Yet, the exceptional 
case he refers to is not the apocalyptic scene of an end to all recognizable forms of 
civilization. “Because the exception is different from anarchy and chaos, order in the 
juristic sense still prevails even if it is not of the ordinary kind.”21 Conversely, the 
possibility, if not reality, of a normal state of affairs in a society is implied by the concept 
of the exception. Yet in a normal state of affairs, there is a power of authority to 
determine whether or not that state of affairs obtains. For Schmitt, the one who is 
sovereign “definitely decides whether this normal situation actually exits.”22 
Furthermore, “Therein resides the essence of the state's sovereignty, which must be 
																																																						
20 Schmitt, Political Theology, 8. 
21 Ibid., 8.  
22 Ibid., 9.  
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juristically defined correctly, not as the monopoly to coerce or to rule, but as the 
monopoly to decide. The exception reveals most clearly the essence of the state's 
authority.”23 Certainly, Schmitt’s project is not to depict a limited role of state authority 
by relegating its decision making power to exceptional cases. Rather, sovereign 
authorities determine what is normal, what is exceptional, and what extraordinary 
measures are best for achieving a new stability. These are powers which establish the 
conditions for national life, and which are likely judged to be plausible against the 
backdrop of the liminal, post/antebellum, state of 1920s Germany.  
Of special relevance to the context and contours of Schmitt’s presentation of 
sovereign power is perhaps the text’s other most well-known claim, “All significant 
concepts of the modem theory of the state are secularized theological concepts.”24 This is 
so, firstly, “because of their historical development in which they were transferred from 
theology to the theory of the state, whereby, for example, the omnipotent God became the 
omnipotent lawgiver.”25 Secondly, this is “because of their systematic structure, the 
recognition of which is necessary for a sociological consideration of these concepts.”26 
Schmitt’s text confidently portrayed a development of political philosophy over prior 
																																																						
23 Ibid., 9. 
24 Ibid., 32.  
25 Ibid. 
26 Ibid. Schmitt’s unparsed use of ‘sociological,’ a frequent concept in Political 
Theology, is not best understood in relation to the modern social-science field, but is 
more safely understood here as connoting the ideas of ‘socially conventional’ or 
‘practical’. 
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centuries according to the assumption that political concepts were mirrored after 
theological concepts of divine rule and authority. The “secularized” political concepts of 
deism developed from an effort to remove ideas of divine intervention from government 
polity.27 Schmitt’s description of the exception, it could be argued, is one of the last well-
known modern philosophical justifications coming out of the West for authoritarianism.  
There are criticisms to be made here about the obvious dangers of affirming 
unchecked political power in times of a social destabilization and loss of national 
confidence. However, our present interest is in Schmitt’s theological rationale, which 
exhibited a tone of reassurance. At the very least, Schmitt’s insistence that modern 
political concepts of sovereignty shared the same structure and intent of theological 
concepts of the sovereign intended to assuage the angst of allowing sovereignty, under 
exceptional circumstances, to go unquestioned. He argues, 
The politicization of theological concepts, especially with respect to the concept 
of sovereignty, is so striking that it has not escaped any true expert on his 
writings. Said Emile Boutmy, ‘Rousseau applies to the sovereign the idea that the 
philosophes hold of God: He may do anything that he wills but he may not will 
evil.’28 
 
Since sovereignty is a familiar idea to religious communities of Eastern Europe, so the 
argument assumes, its embodiment for a time in a world government is no cause for 
immediate concern; modern political entities already take a theological set of directives 
as a model for sovereign rule. Just as the goodness of the mysteries of God’s divine will 
is beyond question, the same systematic approach is necessarily better than any 
																																																						
27 Ibid., 32. 
28 Ibid., 42.  
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alternative in which no other sovereign authority is available to adjudicate matters, or 
where legislation is insufficient to provide clear guidance.  
A charitable response to Schmitt’s argument would admit that there may well be 
some practical benefit, perhaps to stopgap decision-making, under certain circumstances. 
The status of U.S. Supreme Court rulings as having a ‘final say’ for disputed legal 
matters is just the application of a final decision regarding constitutional interpretation, 
but the judicial process is just the kind of luxury Schmitt would argue is unreliable and 
hampering in exceptional times.29 Under extraordinary circumstances, as the 
constitutional article referring to “Cases of Rebellion or Invasion,” even the right to due 
process may be suspended for the sake of public safety.30 For Schmitt, the idea of the 
exception in modern political theory thus plays a justifying role of a reason for taking 
extraordinary measures to respond to such threats. However, undermining the long-term 
power of that reason was a much worse reality of genocide, an overwhelmingly damning 
irony obviating any contribution from satire. Schmitt can only be read theologically with 
an eye on the consequences of abused power. 
 
 
 
																																																						
29 U.S. Constitution, art. III, sec. 2. Web. Only further Supreme Court rulings can 
overturn prior rulings.   
30 U.S. Constitution, art. I, sec. 9. Under the article, while the President may have 
authority to declare a state of emergency, Congressional action is needed to suspend the 
writ of Habeas Corpus.  
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Satire and the Social Contract 
Implicit in political and religious satire is the significance of the consent of those 
governed by political and religious authority. To subject power to public criticism is to 
relocate power in the hands of the public. The trajectory of social contract theory’s 
reliance on already socially embedded, in this sense, self-evident, nature of rights 
parallels satire’s dependence on a discursive community in which certain absurdities are 
equally self-evident. What follows is an overview of the modern political theory of 
Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau, as it pertains to the kinds of reasons implicit in everyday 
life for participating in social contracts.31  
Modern political theory has consistently assumed a contractual aspect of social 
life. In daily life, we tacitly agree to take turns at traffic intersections, and drive on the 
right side of (U.S.) roads, we assume that everyone has equal access to roadways, public 
utilities, and police services, and we typically agree that limited natural resources are 
judicious reasons for measures such as water rationing and paper recycling. More 
significantly, there is a live awareness of civil rights and the threats to civil rights 
presented by racism, sexism, and other forms of oppression. The various reasons these 
																																																						
31 My treatment of their works will focus on Thomas Hobbes, De Cive (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1983); Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan: or the Matter, 
Forme, & Power of a Common-wealth Ecclesiasticall and Civill (London: Green Dragon 
in St. Pauls Church-yard, 1651); John Locke, Two Treatises of Government 
(London:1689); and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Social Contract and the First and 
Second Discourses, ed. Robert N. Bellah, David Bromwich, Conor Cruise O’Brien (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2002). 
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figures provide for participating in such ‘social contracts’ reflect at least three kinds of 
Enlightenment attitudes toward the justification of the modern state. Whether human 
rights for Locke, the necessity of survival and protection for Hobbes, or the value of 
popular sovereignty for Rousseau, the dominant concepts driving the political theory 
pertained to the status of laws over against the status of the popular will.  
In what follows, I will show that for Locke and Hobbes, laws are comparably 
immutable, while Rousseau gives a historic voice to the ongoing significance of the 
popular voice and its prerogative to evolve overtime and override established law. These 
dominant concepts function variedly as sacred truths, and in their political theories sacred 
truths lead to the giving of sacred reasons. What one finds in examining major figures in 
modern political philosophy is that the same idea of imminent threat plays a role of 
justifying political theory at large, particularly in the context of a broad social and 
national transition. For these 17th and 18th century theorists, their respective caricatures of 
destabilized societies are, at times, those against which rational individuals protect 
themselves by entering into kinds of social contracts. At other times, contractual societies 
devolved, and individuals must protect themselves by allowing for the nullification of 
those contracts.   
 
Hobbes and Leviathan 
The interest of the ensuing treatment of political and religious activity is the 
implication it carries for globalized political contexts regarding the conditions under 
which an authority can be criticized. Any benefit from acts of political criticism, it will be 
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argued, relies less on a willingness within a political institution to receive it than it does 
on the conscious capacity of the citizens to critique political authority. In order to make 
this argument, however, it is necessary to understand the role of state authority in relation 
to its citizenry, whether religious or not. 
Thomas Hobbes’s Leviathan (1651) is a fitting comparison for Schmitt’s work in 
virtue of their respective accounts of the conditions for and benefits of supreme 
sovereignty, as well as for the comparable historical and political climates in which their 
respective writings were written. At the times of their respective writings, Hobbes (1599-
1679) and Schmitt were both confronting the national disrepair resulting from the socio-
economically crippling costs wars. Hobbes’s mid-17th century England had only freshly 
ended the decade-long English Civil War, which concerned countless disputes, including 
the English rule over Scotland and Ireland and the supposed “divine right of kings.”32 
Leviathan began as a theory of the makeup of “man” (sic), after which it turned to the 
“state of nature” of humanity without a well-ordered civilization. One should give 
attention to how Hobbes portrays possible conflicts between political authority and 
religious allegiance.  
The immediate purpose for this focus is to draw attention to the way in which 
participating in political and religious contexts has been viewed in terms of distinct 
domains, or spheres of influence, while at the same time ignoring the extent to which the 
political and religious activities of individuals are regularly represented in the very same 
actions. The benefit of this treatment in understanding Schmitt’s political theology is that 
																																																						
32 Hobbes, Leviathan, pt 1, sec. X.  
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Hobbes’ Leviathan provides a more thorough account of the nature of political life 
without sovereignty than Schmitt’s later attempts.  
Hobbes’s held a strongly dispirited characterization of human nature, in contrast 
to other theorists. 
Whatsoever therefore is consequent to a time of war, where every man is enemy 
to every man; the same is consequent to the time, wherein men live without other 
security, than what their own strength, and their own invention shall furnish them 
withal.33 
 
These consequences of humanity in a state of nature are telling, in that they famously 
assure us that without any proper sovereign authority, human life is “solitary, poor, nasty, 
brutish, and short.”34 According to Hobbes, without a sovereign, none could claim any 
wrongdoing against his or her person or property, for in the kind of warring state 
described above, there is no usable system of justice to set limits to human action, and 
thus “the notions of Right and Wrong, Justice and Injustice have there no place,” but 
rather “force and fraud” become the only means to any promise of survival.35 
 Modern social contract theories are said to have had their start with Hobbes, for 
whom these contracts serve as the implicit agreements people make with one another to 
determine individual rights and pertaining liberties for protecting property and ensuring 
safety. Establishing these contracts with our neighbors serves as a pragmatically 
beneficial arrangement that can be used to settle disputes judiciously and rationally rather 
																																																						
33 Ibid, pt 1, section VIII, 78. 
34 Ibid.   
35 Ibid.  
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than by more ‘brutish’ means. Clearly, the establishment of laws and contracts is not a 
distinctly modern phenomenon. Rather, one could argue that a distinctively modern 
contribution to social contract theory involves, firstly, establishing a rational justification 
for the ruling authority and, secondly, justification for why one form of sovereignty is 
preferable over another. Rational argument, it seemed, appealed to the evolved modern 
mind, hopefully obviating the need to resort to armed warfare.  
 Hobbes’ caricature of human nature includes certain natural rights, e.g. to use 
one’s own power in whatever way one can to preserve their own life, bound only by 
natural laws, which reason will reveal are for the benefit and preservation of everyone.36 
The fact of this state of nature, for Hobbes, suggests that in such a state each person is 
only bound by his or her own reason and that every man has a natural right to anything 
whatsoever, including another person’s body.37 Nevertheless, Hobbes claims that this 
natural right should give way to certain “Fundamental Laws of Nature,” two of which are 
most famous. He argues,  
[I]t is a precept or a general rule of Reason, That every man (sic), ought to 
endeavor for peace, as far as he has hope of obtaining it; and when he cannot 
obtain it, that he may seek, and use, all helps, and advantages of war.38  
 
A second of these fundamental laws is  
 
that a man be willing, when others are so too, as far-forth, as for Peace, and 
defense of himself he shall think it necessary, to lay down this right to all things; 
																																																						
36 Ibid, pt 1, section XIV, 80. 
 
37 Ibid. 
 
38 Ibid.  
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and be contented with so much liberty against other men as he would allow other 
men against himself.39  
 
For Hobbes, reason leads a person to pursue peaceful relations with others, however this 
is so for the chief reason that such relations bear the best chances of preserving of one’s 
life. Even in the pursuit of peace, then, the state of nature is still at play, with each 
individual placing personal security above any other interest. As we will see, by contrast 
with the rationalist optimism embedded in Locke and Rousseau’s respective political 
theories, Hobbes’s account of human nature appears broadly pessimistic. 
 Before pressing forward into Hobbes’s account of the value of social contracts, I 
will address, briefly, the potential conflicts between religious and political authorities. 
The Christian, for Hobbes, has an obligation to obey the sovereign that is largely 
consistent with any religious commitment to God. Given the popularity of late 20th 
ethicists and philosophers, for whom any modern Christian way life always be in 
competition with political allegiance,40 it is important to call attention to what might be 
fundamental to Hobbes’s understanding of the constituents of church and state, and their 
relation to the sovereign. Hobbes is convinced that the state and religion have distinct 
domains in terms of ultimate allegiance, and that only rarely could the state interfere with 
																																																						
39 Ibid. 
40 Such as the early post-liberal work of Stanley Hauerwas, George Lindbeck and 
other “New Yale” figures (see chapter 5). A post-liberal view places fundamental 
emphasis on the incommensurability of any particular community’s religious language 
with other distinctive languages. Under such a view, the ways people have communicated 
across boundaries were ad hoc, and it is assumed that participants in these communities 
did not already bring non-religious grammars into the religious context. It seems very 
strongly that post-liberalism assumed linguistic traditions were originally purer, and only 
later became mixed with others, diluting their indigenous grammars. 
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one’s religious faith. Although he argued that the Christian should disobey any command 
by the state to act inconsistently with the Christian teachings from the Bible, there is no 
indication that he believed this occurs with any regularity.41  
Hobbes recognizes that, the same individuals who exist and live within religious 
communities are also those who live within a sovereign state. In terms of one’s Christian 
obligations, however, there is only the requirement for repentance and belief in order to 
attain salvation.42 Faith, for Hobbes, is demonstrated by one’s act of repentance, and 
obedience is the ensuing maintenance of one’s beliefs. Even if some non-Christian ruler 
had demanded a person to deny their Christian belief, this is of no consequence for 
Hobbes, who argued that the Christian can simply perform those outward acts as 
something prescribed by the ruler and not as a true representation of one’s religious 
beliefs.43 For Hobbes, this is the only reasonable way to understand biblical commands to 
obey earthly masters, cruel and unjust as they may be.44  
 A telling portion of Leviathan is Hobbes’s justification of Christians avoiding 
religious persecution at the hands of oppressors. “But then what shall we answer to our 
																																																						
41 See his extended discussion in pt 3, sec. XLII, 305f. 
42 See Ibid., sec XLIII, 366. “All that is necessary to salvation is contained in two 
virtues, faith in Christ, and obedience to laws. The latter of these, if it were perfect, were 
enough to us… That nothing else is necessarily required to salvation is manifest from 
this, that the kingdom of heaven is shut to none but to sinners; that is to say, to the 
disobedient, or transgressors of the law; nor to them, in case they repent, and believe all 
the articles of Christian faith necessary to salvation.” 
 
43 Ibid.  
 
44 Cf. 1 Pet. 2:18; Eph. 6:5; 1 Tim. 6:1. 
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Savior saying, “Whoever denies me before men, I will deny him before my Father which 
is in Heaven?”45 Hobbes, in obedience to other biblical commands to obey our early 
authorities, responds by claiming that there is no ultimate significance to obeying a 
command from an earthly ruler to deny one’s Christian beliefs because “that action is not 
his, but his Sovereign’s; nor is it he that in this case denies Christ before men, but his 
Governor, and the law of his country.”46 Hobbes is claiming that obeying the earthly 
authority to renounce one’s faith is only an act of mimicking the denial of Christ. It is not 
the same was what is indicated by the above reference to Gospel command, which is 
implying a true (for Hobbes, inward) denial of Christ.  
Hobbes has clearly indicated that the laws for a state have a domain of authority 
that neither overlaps nor conflicts with that belonging to God. On the one hand, such 
compatibility is in virtue of God’s having created earthly authority.47 On the other hand, 
even the worst consequences of deferring to earthly authorities is preferable to a state of 
civil war such as that experienced in 17th century England. The chief role of the sovereign 
is, for Hobbes, to keep the brutal state of nature from taking humans captive, that is, to 
save us from our natural selves by providing the necessary contractual means for 
reasonable individuals to engage in civil living. 
There are several criticisms of social contract theory, or contractarianism more 
broadly, that are lasting and influential to contemporary criticisms of political and 
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46 Hobbes, Vol. 2, 395.  
47 Cite. 
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religious authority. According to Ann Cudd, contractarianism as a political theory 
“claims that legitimate authority of government must derive from the consent of the 
governed, where the form and content of this consent derives from the idea of contract or 
mutual agreement.”48 Much of the theory developed to expound social contract theory is 
largely rationalist in nature, arguing not only that political authority is derived by the 
consent of the governed, but that entering contracts is beneficial because persons are 
more vulnerable outside of cooperating societies and that such societies also provide 
other benefits, for example, of farming, infrastructure, and opportunities for the exchange 
of goods and services.  
It should be noted that this section is interested in only the pragmatic significance 
of the ideas of political contractarianism, or social contract thought. Because of this 
limited interest, some critiques are not presently concerning. One example is Jean 
Hampton’s critique of Hobbes’s view of the state of nature; she argues that if persons are 
driven to contractarian life out of self-interest, the same self-interest will likely drive 
them to abandon those commitments when convenient.49 Hampton’s criticism identifies a 
weakness internal to the logic of Hobbes’ argument for sovereign power. By contrast, 
powerful social criticism is that of Carole Pateman and Charles Mills, who have rightly 
argued that a contractualist account of politlcal authority is a “revisionist political theory” 
																																																						
48 Ann Cudd, “Contractarianism,” Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, last 
updated August 2, 2012, accessed 2/8/16, http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/contractarian 
ism/. 
 
49 See Jean Hampton, “Feminist Contractarianism” in A Mind of One's Own, ed. 
Louise Antony and Charlotte Witt (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1993). 
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because it omits the abuses of women, blacks, native peoples, and other minorities by 
describing the development of modern political society with a rationalist veneer of human 
progress.50 While the following will survey theories of the origin of contractarian society, 
our overall interest is neither in the origin nor the motivation for entering into social 
contracts. Instead, our concern is whether there are any functioning contractarian 
assumptions in liberal, democratic societies, and whether those functioning assumptions 
can assist us in pursuing a helpful, even if incomplete, account of the nature of effective 
satire. Furthermore, our focus is on identifying political assumptions endemic to satire, 
namely that it insists that political authority is subject to criticism by the public, and on 
showing that satiric performance is an indirect insistence of public criticism. Because it is 
an indirect performance, satire serves to engage an informed public sphere in political 
discourse where it concerns the abuse of power and subsequent political violence. 
 
Rights and Laws 
The idea of giving up one’s individual freedom in service of a sustainable 
government did not first develop in Hobbes’ work. There is a well-established lineage of 
political philosophy that directly or indirectly points toward related pragmatic concerns. 
Many of these writings imply not only the idea that an authoritarian government carries 
with it the benefits of protection, but also the notion that benefitting from government is 
evidence of an at least tacit agreement on the part of citizens to submit to its authority.  
Plato’s Crito portrays Socrates defending himself against his friends who are 
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encouraging him to escape from death at the hands of the Athenian state, thus being able 
to continue helping to change the city. After a classic Socratic exchange about not doing 
wrong, returning injury for injury, or doing evil, Socrates presents Crito with a final 
thought experiment in which he is questioned by a personified embodiment of Athenian 
laws. The laws challenge Socrates with the problem of how he can live and benefit from 
the provision of the State and at the same time think that it is just to escape from the 
consequences of those laws. Socrates asks of his friend, “‘The city wronged me, and its 
decision was not right.’ Shall we say that, or what?”51 According to the Laws, every 
Athenian citizen enjoys the same ultimatum:  
[I]f one of you wants to go and live in a colony or wants to go anywhere else, and 
keep his property. We say, however, that whoever of you remains, when he sees 
how we conduct our trials and manage the city in other ways, has in fact come 
to an agreement with us to obey our instructions.52 
Residing in Athens suggests that “whoever of you remains, when he sees how we 
conduct our trials and manage the city in other ways, has in fact come to an agreement 
with us to obey our instructions.”53 Disobeying the state entails that one has disobeyed 
their parents, who are presumably the ones who teach their children to be law-abiding. It 
is also an act against State-sponsored education, and of breaking a tacit personal 
agreement with the State to give it allegiance in return for protection. The laws give 
Socrates the alternatives of either obeying or convincing the Athens that it is wrong to 
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Plato (Indianapolis: Hacket Publishing Company, 1997), 44 (50c). 
 
52 Ibid., 45 (51d-51e). 
53 Ibid., 45 (51e). 
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punish him, and he does neither.54  
It becomes clear at the end of Crito that Socrates is convinced that enduring an 
unjust death is a just act, but this is so because of an implicit contractual relationship 
between citizen and state. The context of citizen-state relations implies that the laws are 
not forced onto a person against their wishes, but that remaining under their scope is a 
willful act. Submitting to unforced political rule, in the sense that one benefits from and 
does not choose to abandon it, is an autonomous act. The most revolutionary 
developments in the idea of politically autonomous agency of citizens, present as it was 
as early as Plato, did not receive close attention until early modern political philosophy 
concerning natural human rights. One of the earliest philosophers was Hugo Grotius. 
In 1625, Grotius (1583-1645) gave an early, pre-Hobbesian account of what are 
known as natural rights in The Rights of War Peace, including what kinds of rights exist 
and what their relationship is to natural law.55 Persons’ rights were determined by their 
social status, with some enjoying a “Right of Superiority” of parents over children, and 
masters over servants. Most, if not all, others enjoy the “Right of Equality” where no two 
social peers may have a greater right to property than the other. Rights of Superiority may 
trump Rights of Equality, however:  
… a regal power is above that of a father and master; a king has a greater right in 
the goods of his subjects for the publick advantage, than the proprietors 
themselves. And when the exigencies of the state require a supply, every man is 
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more obliged to contribute towards it, than to satisfy his creditors.56  
 
The reason for which an indebted citizen must contribute to the king prior to paying off 
their debts is not that a compulsory ruler demands it. Rather, a ruler has a right to the 
goods of its citizens because they are ultimately responsible for the “common benefit” of 
citizens, in return for which any individual citizen should show obedience as a matter of 
civic, moral duty.  
Grotius articulated the sense in which even rights among equals indicate a 
corresponding civic obligation to recognize it.  
There is a…sense of the word right according to which it signifies the same thing 
as law, when taken in its largest extent, as being a rule of moral actions, obliging 
us to that which is good and commendable. I say obliging: for counsels and such 
other precepts, which, however honest and reasonable they be, lay us under no 
obligation, come not under this notion of law, or right.57  
 
Grotius insists that rights have a corresponding moral obligation to some good action. 
The obligation, he argues, does not exist conditionally. Rather it is  
the rule and dictate of right reason, shewing [sic] the moral deformity or moral 
necessity there is in any act, according to its suitableness or unsuitableness to a 
reasonable nature, and consequently that such an act is either forbidden or 
commanded by God, the Author of Nature.58 
 
The influence of the idea of natural rights contributed significantly to social contract 
philosophy. Like his 16th century contemporary Hobbes, Grotius thought that the status of 
the state as the source of general welfare, in terms of survival and protection, outweighed 
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all other allegiances.59 Uniquely, their mutual interest in absolute authority was not 
challenged or balanced by their beliefs in the individual rights that civilized people enjoy. 
Rather, absolutism was preferable precisely because they viewed it as the most 
dependable means for protection and preservation of those rights. For individual rights-
holders, a true understanding of the natural rights only makes it clear that one should be 
willing to lay down those rights to an authority, unless some violent resistance becomes a 
necessity to preserve one’s own life. Grotius considers this a “tacit exception in cases of 
extreme necessity.60 
The practical limitation of the apologetic for authoritarian governments is 
predictable; if the ruler or government is no longer able to protect or becomes a threat to 
citizens, then the citizens have a natural right to revolution. Locke has articulate this point 
with more clarity than did Grotius: 
[Whenever] the legislative shall transgress this fundamental rule of society; and 
either by ambition, fear, folly or corruption, endeavor to grasp themselves…an 
absolute power over the lives, liberties, and estates of the people; by this breach of 
trust they forfeit the power the people had put into their hands for quite contrary 
ends.61  
 
Even if, as it is for Grotius, submitting to an authority is irreducibly an act of the will, 
nevertheless his suggestion is that it may well be preferable to submit to an authoritarian 
rule. A considerable shift away from these authoritarian apologetic accounts of social 
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contracts by Grotius and Hobbes appeared in the 17th century in the work of John Locke 
and Jean Jacques Rousseau, both of whom considered absolutism in political authority a 
violation of self-evident rights.  
 
Locke and Rousseau 
Locke and Rousseau are dominant historical figures in the development of social 
contract theory away from the Hobbesian affinity for sovereignty. While much of 
Locke’s Two Treatises of Government (1689) was written during the reign of James II of 
England, its final iteration was presented as Locke’s philosophical endorsement of the 
ascension of William III of England in 1688.62 The Glorious Revolution occurred as a 
result of a series of political upheavals, including the 1689 Bill of Rights that identified 
jurisprudential rights of citizens and limited the actions that can be taken by sovereign 
authorities. Two Treatises begin with a direct confutation of Sir Robert Filmer’s 
arguments supporting absolute authority, which Locke conveys as holding that human 
beings are not “naturally free.”63 For Locke, freedom has a basic reflexive implication of 
not being subject to anyone else’s will, and thus also having no natural right to subject 
another person to one’s own will. As such, freedom immediately implies that slavery is a 
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violation of rights.64 Thus, even the biblical Adam had neither a right to authority over 
his children, nor inherent rights over the earth prior to mixing his labor into the soil.65  
Justifying governmental authority, in Two Treatises, is an effort to defend the 
kind of government that both protects the natural rights of human persons and restricts its 
encroachments. Under Locke’s construal, the state of nature was not the Hobbesian 
vision of warfare between everyone, although it remains a possibility that the state of 
nature could dissolve into a more combative one. By contrast, Hobbes’ account of natural 
rights, or rights in a state of nature, protests against any inherent limitations by the 
existence of other persons; everyone has an identical privilege of possessing and attaining 
anything whatsoever, which seemingly extends even to another person’s possessions 
since no laws exist which might determine what counts as theft. For Locke, engaging in 
social contracts has a limiting effect of laying down one’s private interests for the sake of 
mutually beneficial protections of one’s life and interests. This is not to say that perfect, 
or unlimited, rights, do not exist. They are real to the extent that each person is free to 
conform to the law of right reason.  
To understand political power right, and derive it from its original, we must 
consider, what state all men are naturally in, and that is, a state of perfect freedom 
to order their actions, and dispose of their possessions and persons, as they think 
fit, within the bounds of the law of nature, without asking leave, or depending 
upon the will of any other man.66  
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Nevertheless, the right “to destroy [oneself]” may exist, but only for those who 
have power over their own life. Similarly, only one who has power over their own life 
may willfully “enslave [oneself] to anyone…nor put himself under the absolute, arbitrary 
power of another, to take away his life, when [the other] pleases.”67 Otherwise the result 
is a forced enslavement, which, for Locke, is the consequence of absolute monarchy. 
Thus, his endorsement of the political state under William III and of the new Bill of 
Rights is strengthened by showing how a strong monarchial rule is not merely in conflict 
with natural human rights but constitutes a state of war against citizens.  
Locke’s account is just that the state of nature is one in which humans do not have 
equal rights to things so much as equal rights to remain free from subjugation given the 
absence of any natural right to things, namely things such as superiority and deference. 
Political power, then, possesses a fundamental role of guarding against violations of civil 
well-being.  
Political power, then, I take to be a right of making laws with penalties of death, 
and consequently all lesser penalties, for the regulating and preserving of 
property, and of employing the force of the community, in the execution of such 
laws, and in the defence [sic] of the commonwealth from foreign injury; and all 
this only for the public good.68 
 
The only natural right to property is “a property in [one’s] own person.”69 Antecedent to 
the inability to take forced possession of another person’s life is the fact that one’s own 
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body and labor or are uniquely theirs. The only true arbitrary acquisition of property is 
that a person exercises some kind of labor or improvement on land, or any act of 
consumption upon animal or food, so long as there is “still enough and as good left” for 
someone else.70 Laboring in order to procure food or to customize some parcel of land for 
one’s needs is considered an act of mixing one’s labor into a thing, resulting in 
possession of it. Simple instances of this include crafting a rock and branch into a tool, or 
eating fruit and nuts for nourishment.  
At issue is a pragmatic understanding of Locke’s theory of how both the tool and 
the fruit and nuts have become property by means of what is less controversial; the food 
becomes inextricably mixed with the consumer by means of the labor of harvesting and 
eating, and the tool is inextricably changed by the efforts of its owner.71 His theory of 
property is a forerunner of populist political arguments that convey how all citizens’ 
productive labor are of equal inherent value and importance. More pertinent, however, it 
provides an account for a form of government that makes direct appeal to the rights of 
individuals, contrasting with the preceding monarchy. The appearance of Two Treatises 
the same year as the Glorious Revolution suggests it may have been intended in support 
of the growth of the revolution, although Locke’s intended use of the argument may have 
shifted over time.72  
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By comparison with Locke’s and Hobbes’ respective interests in defending a 
present government, Jean Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) argued that any kind of society 
in which its citizens are presented with a form of government, be it a ruler or 
parliamentary entity, that was neither created nor can be removed by the will of the 
people, is not a truly free society.73 The French philosopher developed a theory of social 
self-governance that is not unfamiliar to contemporary democratic societies, which is 
intended to provide an account of how citizens can participate in social contracts where 
legitimate authority can exist alongside truly free persons. His political theory 
emphasized the conventional nature of social contracts and the balance between the 
general will of the people and the long-term stability of government. “But the social order 
is a sacred right that serves as a foundation for all others. This right, however, does not 
come from nature. It is therefore based on conventions.”74 While analyzing social 
arrangements as conventions, Rousseau is less interested in the specific historical 
progression of how contractual society developed and flourished than with investigating 
the nature of social contracts as they are in practice.  
 Even though rights in The Social Contract are a product of historical events, 
Rousseau claims that persons in a primitive society, absent any pre-existing social order, 
share a moral equality between them despite any other physical and biological 
inequalities. Human persons have no fundamental moral superiority over any other, and 
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any act of submission by a group to some ruling authority is an act of constructive, social 
convention. Therefore, any act of submission of a group to a sovereign constitutes “a civil 
act, and presupposed public deliberation.”75 The ability of a people to elect a sovereign to 
whom it will conditionally lay down its private interests depends on an “anterior” public 
commitment to electoral conventions;  
[i]n fact, if there were no anterior convention, where, unless the election were 
unanimous, would be the obligation upon the minority to submit to the decision of 
the majority?76 
 
This is a different, voluntary form of government compared to an unelected government 
in which individuals are forced to conform to laws for which there is no procedure to 
challenge. For Rousseau, “if might makes right, the effect changes with the cause,” which 
is to say that any government ruling by power is only stable as long as the ruling party is 
strong.77 Under those conditions, citizenship very closely resembles slavery, which is 
only a form of society to which people do not submit willingly.78 Rousseau considers 
such a society to be “an aggregation, but not an association, for they have neither public 
property nor a body politic.”79 Here, Rousseau agrees with Grotius’s understanding of a 
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basic notion of human nature such that submission to authority is an act by which “a 
people…can give itself to a king.”80  
More distinctively, however, Rousseau considers the idea of a social contract to 
be one that is, in contractual terms, under constant negotiation. The ability of a 
government to protect and serve its citizens’ interests, he argued, should be balanced with 
the rights of the public, and not leveraged to diminish the right to live under one’s own 
will. Rousseau calls collective will of the people the “general will:” 
If, then, we set aside whatever does not belong to the essence of the social 
contract, we shall find that we can reduce it to the following terms: Each of us 
puts in common his person and all his power under the supreme direction of the 
general will; and in return each member becomes an indivisible part of the 
whole.81 
 
Not to be confused with the “will of all,” or the sum of all individual wills, the general 
will is general in that “all votes should be counted,” even if not all voting should be 
unanimous.82 For Rousseau, the social function of the general will is identical with 
sovereignty. Thus, sovereignty is neither inalienable nor indivisible because the general 
will, by definition, be representative of the collective will of the body politic. When 
sovereignty ceases to be representative of the general will, presumably when it “formally 
excludes” counting certain votes, it loses legitimacy.  
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Rousseau on Practical Limitations for Social Contract 
Rousseau argued that his view of truly representative society will suffer 
irremediable practical limitations. First, even in the most ideal scenario of responsible 
representatives of the people, a general will that represents a large enough people will 
find it prohibitively challenging to count every vote. In practice, while the general will 
always attends to the expressed interests of the people, “it does not follow that the 
deliberations of the people always have the same rectitude.”83 In a section pertaining to 
the ability of a general will to err, Rousseau suggests that the different “deliberations” 
taking place among “the people” may not all be uniform in their moral interests and give 
rise to factions.84 Some deliberations may be less concerned, for example, with allowing 
aid to be effectively administered to the poor in a society. This is in line with comments 
Rousseau makes about the effects of factions within a society.  
But when factions, partial associations, are formed to the detriment of the whole 
society, the will of each of these associations becomes general in relation to its 
members, and particular with reference to the State; it may then be said that there 
are no longer as many voters as there are men, but only as many voters as there 
are associations. The differences become less numerous and yield a less general 
result. …when one of these associations becomes so great that it dominates all the 
others, you no longer have as the result a sum of small differences, but a single 
difference; there is then no longer a general will, and the opinion which prevails is 
only a particular opinion.85 
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Rousseau’s awareness of political factions, and his understanding of their function for 
individuals and for the state is acute, albeit it under developed compared to the mere 
pragmatic problems in democracy relating to counting multitudes of votes. Here, his 
description of modern voluntary social groups tells how their tendency to develop and 
operate on the same model of the ‘general will’ highlights how smaller factions work to 
form less-general wills, or the will of the association, which he suggests will become a 
proxy for voting for one’s own opinion.  
Because the general will, for Rousseau, is the only sovereignty that should exist 
within a state, he urges “a clear declaration of the general will, that there should be no 
factions in the State, and that every citizen should express his [sic] own opinion.”86 It is 
the responsibility of the sovereign authority of the general will to ensure that citizens may 
vote their own opinion.  
But if there are factions, it is necessary to multiply their number and prevent 
inequality, as Solon, Numa, and Servius did. These are the only proper 
precautions for ensuring that the general will may always be enlightened, and that 
the people may not be deceived.87 
 
The appearance of a ‘general will,’ it seems, is a natural consequence of the formation of 
social groups, even in smaller and more localized iterations within a larger society. 
Understood in this way, the natural inclination of people to enter into contractual kinds of 
groups is not satisfied by the formation of a larger contractual sovereign. Rather, the 
phenomenon appears ‘all the way down’ on different levels. In a North American 
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context, political parties constitute representative groups of this kind, wherein they 
purport to speak for their membership. The trouble, according to Rousseau, is that the 
political activity of such factions eliminates any truly representative role and solidifies 
into a monolithic “particular opinion” that obscures the opinions of its members.  
 Rousseau follows this section, which concerns the fragile complexity of the 
relationship of the general will to the interests of individuals, with a discussion of “The 
Limits of the Sovereign Power.” In this discussion he argues that the body politic has the 
responsibility of ensuring that the private person has fully articulated rights. Since the 
sovereign is not an independent entity, it is limited in that it cannot will for anything that 
is against the public benefit. While this does not deny the possibility that the sovereign 
may demand, by force, at any time, some service from a given citizen (e.g. a military 
draft), it will imply that any such demands be of use to the entire body politic.  
For Rousseau, these limitations are “by the law of reason” and are always “right,” 
by which I take the author to mean ‘morally justified.’88 
Why is the general will always right, and why do all invariably desire the 
prosperity of each, unless it is because there is no one who appropriates to himself 
this word each without also thinking of himself when voting on behalf of all?89 
 
In The Social Contract, Rousseau commits to a peculiar view of humanity, not 
uncommon for his time, for which participation in social contracts inextricably links to 
the interests of the greater good. That is, social contracts do not only have as their goal 
the greater good, but the contractual life is also the inherent collective good of self-
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governing, or popular sovereignty. The check on power that is built into popular 
sovereignty is part of the consciousness of discursive liberal communities that makes 
satire possible. Political satire depends on the collective sentiment that the general will 
can serve as a check on government, and is expressed by discourse that is critical and 
challenging of absurd abuses of power.  
Well beyond what I have indicated above, the works of Locke, Hobbes, and 
Rousseau continue to serve as models for defending certain democratic forms of 
government, not to mention how social contract principles regularly prop up countless 
arguments in support of social services. Along with modern presuppositions about social 
contracts, the rationalist activity of giving and asking for reasons is characteristic of 
democratic political participation. Presumably, the popular vote can be earned by 
‘making one’s case,’ and having a stronger argument than that of the opposition.  
 
Political Speech, Reason Giving and Satire 
Political speech that aims to influence voter turnout, election outcomes, and 
legislative decisions, then, is a form of reason-giving that reflects the mutuality 
embedded in social contracts, and the sacredness of popular sovereignty. Giving and 
asking for reasons, for figures such as Robert Brandom, are peculiarly human 
phenomena. In Making It Explicit, Brandom undertakes the task of evaluating dialogical 
speech in terms of how we influence one another with reasons, and how this activity is 
unique to humans. “Reason is as nothing to the beasts of the field. We are the ones on 
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whom reasons are binding, who are subject to the peculiar force of the better reason.”90 
What it means to treat one another as “one of us” just is to place oneself in the position of 
needing, on occasion, to offer justification for one’s beliefs and actions. “Saying 'we' in 
this sense is placing ourselves and each other in the space of reasons, by giving and 
asking for reasons for our attitudes and performances.”91 Giving and asking for reasons is 
an appeal to one another’s rational capacity to have understanding, one’s sapience, over 
against their ability merely to feel or sense subjectively, their sentience.  
 To the extent that Brandom is correct in identifying the rational act of giving and 
asking for reasons as peculiar to humanity among the species, democratic speech as well 
features the peculiar activity of reasoning, although on the larger scale of public 
audiences. The back-and-forth of rational discourse with a public audience is infinitely 
more cumbersome, as would be expected. There is no practical way to answer every 
request for reasons when the requests are legion. Conversely, there’s little hope that all 
reasons among citizens, an accurate voice of the people, can be heard with any nuanced 
accuracy by governing officials. Thus, representative democratic speech becomes a 
practical necessity to keep up an efficiently functioning democracy. Citizens elect 
representatives, with those elected having made their case for being trustworthy bearers 
of the public voice, so that political giving and asking for reasons can take place. Ideally, 
a representative democratic process would maintain the integrity of popular sovereignty, 
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notwithstanding the tropes of political corruption, hierarchical nepotism, and other 
dishonest affairs. 
 In the following chapter, I will turn to the public contexts of giving and asking for 
reasons while keeping in view that such practices are integral to democratic practices and 
representative of a fundamental uniqueness of human life. If we take social contract 
theory seriously, political contexts are sustained and created by a people whose collective 
will represents what should govern the governing institutions. Yet these public contexts 
also inadvertently serve as conditions for public participation in that they set limits for 
who counts as having a legitimate voice, and thus able to participate in the exchange of 
reasons in public discourse.  
It is not new to argue that public discourse has privileged certain narratives and 
coercive social norms over others. By setting conditions for political participation, the 
public sphere has become a place where one’s social status plays a role in determining 
whether or not one’s reasons are relevant. Our interest in what follows is just how to 
understand satire as not only a political practice of challenging the abuse of power, but 
also how it demonstrates ways of subverting coercive discursive norms, and enacting a 
wholly new, reparative public exchange. I will argue that if satire can exemplify ways of 
hearing and responding to violent discourse, then it is possible to realize new practices 
for critiquing abuse which are complementary to political and religious protest. The 
distinctiveness of satirically-informed strategies is that they do not assume that the 
intended use of coercive discourse is at all relevant. Instead, satiric practices of reading 
and hearing determine just what significance such discourse is allowed to have. 
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CHAPTER 5  
ON RELIGIOUS DISCOURSE AND SATIRE 
 
In this chapter, the transition from political theory to political speech and rhetoric 
is intended to identify ways in which contemporary political discourse has given way to 
forms of political rhetoric which, at best, only hint at a discursive interchange of reasons 
for informed participation in public discourse. I begin examining at contrasting views of 
the public sphere in the context of liberal democracies. Keeping with the argument from 
the preceding chapter, the extent to which a discursive community considers the use of 
political and religious power to be subject to public scrutiny reveals the possibility for 
successful satiric criticism. This is because satire depends on the ability of a community 
to understand the implied criticism. The nature of satire is that it takes aim at coercive 
speech, undermining its potential for harm. If the abuse of power can be rendered in 
terms of the exchange of reasons, reading as satire takes advantage of the fragility of 
speech acts and redetermines the force coercive speech is intended to have by employing 
them in a new exchange. 
 Arguably, one of the most important contributions of the Enlightenment is that in 
order to have authority, one must provide good reasons. But this means also that the 
practical fate of rational authority is, to some extent, dependent on the fate of those 
reasons among the public just because the motivation to accept a reason counts as much 
as whether the reason is true. Maintaining the theme of reason-giving for political speech, 
this chapter will provide a contrast in the development of American democratic thought. 
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Several dominant figures have addressed changes in the American, and more broadly 
Western, social and political world of how the public sphere has evolved, of which I 
briefly address only a few.  
First, I will turn to Jeffrey Stout, Jürgen Habermas, and Charles Taylor for their 
relevance both to the rationalist topic of reason-giving and to the topic of public speech.1 
These figures serve as theological voices who represent a range of approaches for 
articulating what kinds of discursive cohesion there is in contemporary liberal societies, 
and of how those kinds of cohesion allow for critical speech and other forms of activism 
participation. If satire possesses an inherently rational and contractual character, as I have 
argued in chapter four, then one need only to explore the range of critical theories of 
liberal societies to begin imagining satire’s offer to contemporary discourses. Secondly, I 
elaborate on earlier arguments from Chapter Two of how satire exploits the 
underexplored territories of ambiguity in public speech acts to undermind abuse. These 
territories, I hope to show, can demonstrate the discursive opportunities to take the more 
harmful public performances we encounter and enact new receptions of them which 
either redirect the power of the performance, or that undermine and disempower the 
ability of the performer to harm.  
To motivate interest in reading satire as enacting new receptions of harmful 
speech, I introduce Eve Sedgwick’s notion of a ‘reparative reading’ as a contrast to the 
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‘paranoid’ reading of a hermeneutic of suspicion.2 A modest goal of this chapter is to 
illuminate that a discursive analysis of satire can reveal significant insights for coopting 
public speech, even harmful public speech, for constructive ends. This practice is what I 
consider the practice of reading a performance as though it were intended as satire, or as 
reading as satire. A more ambitious goal would be to develop fully a practice of reading 
harmful performances and repurposing them in order to undermine their destructive 
effects, if not also to enact constructive ends. However, in order to determine what kinds 
of options there are for reading as satire in contemporary political and religious contexts, 
we will review a range of contemporary critical theories of liberal society, including 
recent proposals for understanding the structure of religious and political traditions. 
 
The Political Environs 
 The American democratic context provides an interesting platform to evaluating 
the sharing of political reasons. In Democracy and Tradition (2004), Jeffrey Stout has 
argued that democracy is a tradition because it exhibits many of what would normally 
constitute a tradition: practices, norms, virtues, and heroes representing and embodying 
those virtues.3 Stout proposes a pragmatic argument that democracy is, and should be 
viewed as, a moral tradition, based on an expressed common reasoning, attitude, and 
dispositions of the social behavior of its participants and exemplars. His view contrasts 
																																																						
2 See Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, “Paranoid Reading and Reparative Reading, or, 
You’re So Paranoid, You Probably Think This Essay Is About You,” in Touching 
Feeling: Affect, Pedagogy, Performativity (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2003). 
 
3 Stout, Democracy and Tradition, 3f.  
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heavily with other contemporary theologians who have argued that liberal democratic 
societies lack the historically embedded practices sufficient for claiming unity. Relevant 
theological figures, for Stout, who have argued as much in recent years include Alasdair 
MacIntyre, Stanley Hauerwas, and John Milbank. Collectively, Stout refers to these 
figures as ‘new traditionalists’ for their collective services in providing a robust account 
of what constitutes a tradition as a normative source for ethics.4  
While distinguishing between a political community and a moral tradition, one 
can interpolate Linda Hutcheon’s argument from chapter two that in order for the 
effective use of rhetorical devices such as irony or concepts invoking tradition to become 
possible, there must be an established political community already inclined to recognize 
the realities represented by them. If she is right, the conditions for irony are the same as 
those for Stout’s and the new traditionalist account of tradition. The work of new 
traditionalism arose from a growing consensus among theologians and philosophers that 
liberal democracies do not possess the moral context necessary for moral judgments to 
make sense because there is no determinate set of democratic virtues such as justice, nor 
a moral history to provide an account of the good life within a liberal democracy. Instead, 
there are only competing voices for countless moral outlooks of purportedly equally 
weight.  
																																																						
4 For representative texts, see See Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue: A Study in 
Moral Theory (South Bend, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1984), Stanley 
Hauerwas, Jones, L. Gregory, ed., Why Narrative? Readings in Narrative Theology 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989), and John Milbank, Theology and Social Theory: 
Beyond Secular Reason (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 1990). 
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If Stout is right, and liberal democracies have met the conditions to be considered 
a moral tradition, one could expect to see evidence within such communities of an 
understanding of targeted political irony as well. If the argument of this dissertation is 
correct, namely that political and religious satire functions democratically and 
constructively in their respective settings, then satiric practices and reading as satire may 
provide fruitful new options for social participation, suggesting that satire is not reducible 
to cynicism and mockery.  
A further review of the argument that liberal democracies can serve as moral 
traditions reveals just how Stout understands the relationship between democracy and 
tradition. Even still, Stout argues that a democratic tradition has carried “enduring 
attitudes, concerns, dispositions, and patterns of conduct” that identify a broadly shared 
desire for social perfection as a democracy and which arise out of a unique history of 
morally-weighted events.5 However, he also recognizes that in a democratic state, it is 
neither a fatal flaw nor an impassible setback that its members can hold largely contrary 
moral positions. Instead, such a political context is "a conversation in which we can see 
our commonalities as well as our differences in play."6 Contrary to the opinion raised by 
detractors of modern liberal secularism, his position implies that democracy can and 
should acknowledge theological voices and arguments without contradicting 
commitments to secular society.  
																																																						
5 Stout, Democracy and Tradition, 3.  
6 Ibid., 9.  
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A central norm of a democratic tradition, according to Stout, is that citizens may 
hold one another accountable for their actions. Presumably this entitlement correlates 
with other practices such as setting restrictions on personal liberties which might 
otherwise infringe on the rights of others. Participating in public debates over which 
moral norms are appropriate is not, in practice, incompatible with “invok[ing] such norms 
habitually when holding one another responsible for what they say and do and are.”7 The 
discursive practice in which a democratic society holds others accountable is through 
what he refers to as the “democratic exchange of reasons.”8 This exchange is significant 
because if we understand the abuse of power in terms of the deployment of reasons, then 
satire’s trade in reasons and concern for public interest makes it well-equipped to serve as 
democratic speech. 
Stout is not under the impression that public debates over which moral norms will 
become central to the society eventually leads to a convergence of public opinion, nor is 
it necessarily the implicit goal of public debate. Instead, the discursive democratic 
practice itself is imbued with the opportunity for, or the right for, testifying to one’s 
reasons as well as a legal defense of them in a public forum. For a familiar example, 
under certain circumstances the act of killing is either a murder or a justifiable homicide 
depending upon whether the killer perceived a threat to his or her life at the time of the 
killing. Thus, much like satire, the discursive practices of the judicial system are 
inextricably bound up in the act of evaluating reasons.  
																																																						
7 Ibid., 5.  
8 Ibid., 7.  
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 Stout also accounts for democratic virtues, claiming that three in particular have 
regular currency.9 First is piety, seen as the practice of recognizing a certain kind of 
American history. “It concerns the proper acknowledgment of the sources of our 
existence and progress through life.”10 Secondly, there is hopefulness in history toward 
national flourishing, that it will continue past challenging times. Third, there is an 
identifiable love and generosity in the regular responses of Americans toward people who 
suffer. With regard to all of these virtues, at issue is not that democracies uphold virtues 
perfectly, or even consistently, in all respects. Rather, they are expressed regularly in 
public as features of an ideal American democracy.  
 The immeasurable diversity of religious voices in the United States means that 
political disagreements become increasingly complex and polarizing. Often, religious 
individuals have religious beliefs on which they are unwilling to compromise, but which 
also have significant political implications. In a democratic context where religious 
reasons play action-guiding roles in the lives of citizens, a conflict of religious and 
political interests comes into sharper focus. As much as views on place of religion in the 
public sphere fluctuate,11 one could assume that the increasingly influential non-Christian 
																																																						
9 Ibid., 9f. 
 
10 Ibid., 9.  
11 Research of Americans’ views on religious influence in the U.S. has shown that 
over that the number of adults who believe that religious voices are losing their influence 
in American life and that this is a bad trend has grown from 52% of US adults to 72% 
between 2002 and 2014. Conversely, the number of the same demographic belief that 
religious institutions should be able to express their views regarding social and political 
topics has grown from 43% to 49%. Michael Lipka, “5 takeaways about religion and 
politics before the midterms,” Pew Research Center, September 22, 2014, accessed June 
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religious voices will no doubt cause Christian groups to speak more loudly about the 
threatened status of traditional religious values.  
Religious pluralism in the American democratic milieu leads inexorably to a 
difficult and live question, a moral formulation of which can be stated as follows: How 
can one participate fully in a liberal democratic society as a religious believer if one has 
firm convictions but must also conscientiously acquiesce to the general will of a 
representative government? This question also has a pragmatic, or philosophical form: 
How can a liberal democracy function well, weighing equally the voices of its citizenry, 
while many religious voices within it are resistant to deliberation about social values? 
These questions pertain to what might guide moral action for individuals, whereas the 
philosophical implications concern what political communities may or may not demand 
of the public for the sake of the general well being.  
All of these formulations betray the complexity in a large society of navigating 
even the most distilled obligations of social contract principles of limiting one’s own 
rights and the democratic principle of governing by consent rather than by laws. The 
rational and discursive nature of satire makes it eligible for the democratic practice of 
articulating the moral limits of the power of authority. Satire is significant also for its 
ability to extend subtly across religious and political boundaries for individuals affected 
by its moral substance. Reaching those across people groups who are sympathetic to the 
irony implicit in satire involves speaking publicly. In liberal democratic societies, it is 
																																																																																																																																																			
22, 2015, http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2014/09/22/5-takeaways-about-religion-
and-politics-before-the-midterms/.  
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assumed that the public sphere is the place for giving and asking for (evan demanding) 
reasons for influencing public welfare. Jürgen Habermas has shaped contemporary 
discussion about the nature of the public sphere perhaps more than anyone else, so I turn 
to his discussion of normative demands in public discourse.  
 
The Public Sphere 
 Questions that reflect the complexity of negotiating competing interests in liberal 
societies are neither new, nor have their moral and philosophical implications been 
underrepresented in recent literature. Habermas’s Structural considered whether the idea 
of the “public” was coherent and meaningful enough to indicate a functioning social 
institution. In democratic contexts, ‘public opinion’ refers to the idea that a general view 
of all interested citizens carries a certain weight in placing judgment. For Habermas, “its 
function as a critical judge is precisely what makes the public character of proceedings—
in court, for instance—meaningful.”12 Habermas originally argued that early conceptions 
of the public sphere indicated the possibility for genuine political self-determination 
within a society by the whole society, but that the idea is now only a fiction, thus we 
should eliminate the concept along with others that suggest the same possibility. He 
argues that,  
Along the path from a public critically reflecting on its culture to one that merely 
consumes it, the public sphere in the world of letters, which at one point could 
still be distinguished from that in the political realm, has lost its specific 
character. For the “culture” propagated by the mass media is a culture of 
integration...The public sphere assumes advertising functions. The more it can be 
																																																						
12 Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, 2. 
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deployed as a vehicle for political and economic propaganda, the more it becomes 
unpolitical as a whole and pseudo-privatized.13 
 
The problem is not, argues Habermas, that there is no capacity in citizens to debate core 
values, or even to debate topics based on any shared values, but rather that ‘public’ has 
become a token of propaganda among competing private interest groups. Thus, 
“competition between organized private interests invaded the public sphere,” eliminating 
any functional or political differences between participation in social platforms for both 
individual citizens and larger private-interests. In Habermas’s concern for private interest 
groups, one can recognize a version of Rousseau’s worry about the power of factions to 
elide individual voices. 
In view of this argument, one could argue that Habermas was identifying the 
political trends leading up to the legal battle between Citizens United v. Federal Election 
Committee of 2010, in which the United States Supreme Court ruled that privately 
owned, for-profit corporations possessed the same constitutional rights as individual 
citizens under the provisions in the First Amendment and, thus, may make unlimited 
financial contributions to election campaigns as an expression of free speech.14 To many 
political voices, the decision delivers a strong blow to the ability of multitudes of citizens 
to speak with any parity with the comparable few who direct the contributions of 
successful businesses.15 It presents the politically legal possibility that candidates who 
																																																						
13 Ibid., 175.  
14 United States Reports, vol. 558 U.S. 310 (2010); Docket No. 08-205. 
15 For example, see Elizabeth Warren, “Levelling the Playing Field,” Elizabeth 
Warren for Senate, accessed March 8, 2016. http://elizabethwarren.com/issues/leveling-
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have only the support of a handful of wealthy contributors can have a deciding advantage 
over candidates who have a much stronger popular support among individual citizens.  
 Many have drawn attention to The Structural Transformation for the reasons that 
Habermas’s broad sociological sketch of change agents in the public neglected to address 
the role or contribution of religion, only referencing religion a handful of times in the 
text.16 Since its publication and the subsequent reaction to his omission of religion as a 
sociological factor, Habermas has given a great deal of attention to religion’s social 
influence. Some of these more recent views relate specifically to the place of religion in 
political matters, such as his participation in a public dialogue with Charles Taylor, Judith 
Butler, and Cornell West.17 The topic of the event was how best to understand the 
relationship of religion to the broader social context, and whether that relationship should 
be construed in terms of firm boundaries or in terms of other more permeable categories.  
Habermas took up a view following that of John Rawls, for whom religious 
reasons may well play a qualified role in influencing the political view of citizens, and as 
such is not a violation of any reasonable concept of justice. However, the direct influence 
																																																																																																																																																			
the-playing-field#reform; Mary Curtis, “Olympia Snow, on compromise, Citizens United, 
and former colleague Kay Hagan,” The Washington Post, April 14, 2014, accessed March 
8, 2016, https://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/she-the-people/wp/2014/04/14/olympia-
snowe-on-compromise-citizens-united-and-former-colleague-kay-hagan/.  
16 One recent criticism is Simon Susen, “Critical Notes on Habermas’s Theory of 
the Public Sphere,” Sociological Analysis 5, no. 1 (2011): 37-62.  
17 The event was held in the Great Hall of New York City’s Cooper Union on 
October 22, 2009. The papers and conversations of that gathering were published 
collectively as Eduardo Mendieta and Jonathan Vanantwerpen, ed., The Power of 
Religion in the Public Sphere (New York: Columbia University Press, 2011).  
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of religious reasons should be limited to its religious community. Public dialogue 
regarding coercive laws, such as laws which determine legal restrictions on a certain 
abortion procedure, should only employ those reasons that would be adopted by a 
reasonable member of society at large, including non-religious citizens.18 For Rawls,  
A full articulation of the proviso can be quoted thusly: “Reasonable 
comprehensive doctrines, religious or non-religious, may be introduced in public 
political discussion at any time, provided that in due course proper political 
reasons...are presented that are sufficient to support whatever the comprehensive 
doctrines introduced are said to support.”19 
 
Any direct import from religious reasons should be the result of a “translation” of the 
ethical implications of the proposed reasons into a secularized argument, effectively 
subtracting any religious content.  
 There were many criticisms of Rawls’s proviso regarding the peculiar demand it 
places on religious individuals qua religious. These criticisms presented, on the one hand, 
a “normative objection that a liberal constitution, which also exists to safeguard religious 
forms of life, must not inflict such an additional...burden on its religious citizens.”20 On 
the other hand, Habermas recognized the pragmatic objection that “many citizens cannot 
or are not willing to make the require separation between contributions expressed in 
religious terms and those expressed in secular language when they take political 
																																																						
18 Rawls (1997). 
19 Ibid, 783. 
 
20 Judith Butler, Jürgen Habermas, Charles Taylor, et al., The Power of Religion 
in the Public Sphere (New York: Columbia University Press, 2011), 25. 
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stances.”21 In order to accommodate these challenges, he suggests that “all citizens 
should be free to decide whether they want to use religious language in the public 
sphere.”22 However, if religious reason become effective in influencing coercive laws, 
then “the potential truth contents of religious utterances must be translated into a 
generally accessible language before they can find their way onto the agendas of 
parliaments, courts, or administrative bodies and influence their decisions.”23  
 Habermas’s views regarding the political role of religion, having become more 
explicit only after criticisms of their absence in The Structural Transformation, continued 
to address religion as a peculiar type of belief that is neatly distinguishable from non-
religious belief. His treatment of religion in this way is a product of a “postsecular” 
stance, in which he recognizes that religion has not dissolved away or disappeared as a 
result of growing confidence in scientific discovery, but has rather flourished.24 While he 
does not find that religious individuals should translate religious reasons into secular 
language while speaking publicly, he does think that in order to have a platform in what 
seem to be official, legislative decision-making sessions, that the “potential truth 
contents” of their reasons be translated into more universally accessible ideas. 
Habermas’s adjusted formulation of the Rawlsian proviso suggests he understands truth 
																																																						
21 Butler, et. al., Power of Religion in the Public Sphere, 25. Habermas’s italics.  
22 Ibid., 25-26. 
 
23 Ibid. 
24 Jürgen Habermas, “Notes on post-secular society,” New Perspectives Quarterly 
25, no. 4 (2008): 17-29. 
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content to be recoverable and somehow fully separable, from religious content. It is 
worth recognizing that the assessment of inadequacy against religious reasons qua 
religious is specifically the kind of rhetorical use of force that relegates people to 
positions of powerlessness.  
 
The Public Sphere Revisited 
 Charles Taylor has recognized Habermas’s peculiar use of political force as 
singularly focused on fetishizing religion.25 Taylor’s contribution to the dialogue directly 
opposes Habermas’ assumptions about a sharp identification of religious and non-
religious beliefs as well as his dismissal of the concept ‘political’ and other such concepts 
that imply the possibility of a truly self-determining political society. Habermas thinks 
the overwhelming presence of corporate advertising in politics has propagandized ‘the 
political’ into a ‘fiction,’ or a farce compared to its original intent.26 Taylor finds that 
supporting these arguments is an assumption that the meaningfulness of terms and 
concepts is fixed, and thus when meanings are no longer accurate the token concept is no 
longer meaningful. Under this assumption, ‘religious’ is thus easily distinguishable from 
‘non-religious,’ and ‘political’ is fictional if it means politics as an institution in which 
the public can reasonably engage in self-government.  
 In a qualified agreement with Habermas, Taylor understands the ‘political’ to be a 
widely assumed “secular” platform, but he does not think that ‘secular’ is a transparent 
																																																						
25 Butler, et. al., Power of Religion in the Public Sphere, 34f. 
 
26 Ibid. 
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concept.27 He argues for a triad of values from the French Revolution as arguably 
necessary to the idea of ‘secularism’: liberty, equality, and fraternity.28 Supporting 
liberty, a modern democracy should ensure that “no one must be forced either in the 
domain of religion or of basic belief.”29 Equality is the principle that “no religious 
outlook or (religious or areligious) Weltanschauung can enjoy a privileged status” or 
made official by the state. Fraternity ensures that “all spiritual families must be heard, 
including in the ongoing process of determining what the society is all about… and how 
it is going to realize these goals.”30  
Taylor also adds a fourth principle, “that we try as much as possible to maintain 
relations of harmony and comity between the supporters of different religions and 
Weltanschauung.” Secularism, Taylor argues, has been presumed to characterize a sphere 
of rationalist reflection where “it can resolve the question of how to realize these goals in 
the domain of timeless principles and that no further input, or negotiation is required to 
define them for our society now.”31 However, these four principles will not only be 
unable to appeal fully, at least with any practical nuance, to the multitudes of social 
contexts, they will likely be considered a violation of the right for religious voices to 
participate in self-government, leaving behind one fundamental set of political 
																																																						
27 Ibid., 34-5. 
28 Ibid.  
29 Ibid. 
30 Ibid., 35.  
31 Ibid.  
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disagreements for another. 
 In public conversations, Taylor has argued, “modern social imaginaries” arise in 
discourse in order to “make sense of the practices of society.”32 Offering a historical 
perspective of the concept ‘secular’ in the West, Taylor suggests that secularist pursuits 
have fixated on religion and religious belief to the extent of fetishizing religion as an 
object requires special treatment.33 This much is clear in the cases of secularism in the 
United States and France. In the U.S., the role of religion in government was established 
in the separation between church and state, effectively giving religion in particular (with 
a large Christian constituency) a competitively influential ontological status in society. 
Matters pertaining to the separation of church and state pertained also to how much 
influence Christianity would have relative to those of other religious and non-religious 
groups. The high number of church-going believers holding public office and a heavily 
Christianized ethos meant that while there was a legislatively neutral position toward 
religion on the part of the government, early modern Christian morality would continue 
to play a role in defining early American democracy.  
Taylor cites the example of the National Reform Association, a group dedicated 
to endorsing the idea that the U.S. was a uniquely Christian nation, intending to “place all 
the Christian laws, institutions, and usages of our government on an undeniable legal 
basis in the fundamental law of the land.”34 Late 19th century American political disputes 
																																																						
32 Ibid., 6.  
33 Ibid., 37f.  
34 Ibid., 39.  
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over the separation of church and state, much of which is alive and well today, existed 
between supporters of “this narrow view, on the one hand, and those who wanted a real 
opening to all other religions and also to nonreligion, on the other.”35 Secularism in the 
U.S. context, for Taylor, seems to imply that religion is a factor for which its influence in 
government must be limited or augmented in some respect. In principle, this would 
suggest that the separation of church and state thus means that a singular religious 
institution should not have a privileged status or control over U.S. national affairs, but 
religious adherents should remain free to express their beliefs in whatever station in life, 
public or private.  
Historically, the separation was the result of a struggle between smaller religious 
groups against the ruling hand of a ruling religious body. For Taylor, because of the 
fetishized interest in religion in particular, religious influence on individuals within U.S. 
government is an apparent given. Even though there is no formal establishment of 
religion in government, religion has a privileged status as a result of its special treatment. 
He presents a sharp contrast between secularism in the U.S. context and laïcité in France, 
in which secularism is a decidedly anti-religious effort, removing religious influence 
from public space. In France, he argues, “the strong temptation was for the state itself to 
stand on moral basis independent from religion.”36 Whereas American revolutionary 
morality was heavily Christianized, French national morality developed to endorse the 
late-18th century Enlightenment ethic of “liberty, equality, and fraternity,” which was 
																																																						
35 Ibid. 
36 Ibid.  
 144 
thought to stand on its own strength specifically without the aid of religion. France’s 
revolutionary history, in particular the dramatic resistance of the disproportionate 
representation of clergy and nobles by the commoners, came to view religion (as well as 
the bourgeoisie) as avenues of abuse against the lower class. The French Revolution 
helped to create a political environment where Enlightenment morality was celebrated 
and in which religion held no influence. 
 For Taylor, both of the U.S. and French contexts amount to a “fetishization” of 
“favored institutional arrangements.”37 In the U.S., the separation of church and state has 
functioned as a guiding criteria that later determined what other kinds of concomitant 
arrangements were prudent, such as non-profit status for houses of worship, and the 
requirement that religious institutions abstain from endorsing political candidates. In 
France as well, according to Taylor, laïcité has become an operative justification in 
political decision making.38 Instead, he argues, one should understand secularism as 
proceeding from certain principles, or necessary conditions, such as the principles he 
proposes: liberty, equality, fraternity. These principles have common concerns:  
1. protecting people in their belonging to and/or practice of whatever outlook they 
choose or find themselves in; with 2. treating people equally whatever their 
choice; and 3. giving them all a hearing. There is no reason to single out religion, 
as against nonreligious, “secular” (in another widely used sense), or atheist 
viewpoints.39  
To these he adds a fourth, harmony. The problem with understanding secularism in terms 
																																																						
37 Ibid., 40.  
38 Ibid., 36. 
 
39 Ibid., 36-7. 
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of institutional arrangements, as with the constitutional “separation of church and state” 
or the French laïcité, is that it removes the ability for public discourse about unifying 
fundamental goals to which institutional arrangements should submit.40 Were a society 
first to abide by certain, fundamental moral principles, or social goals, then any 
institutional arrangements could then be determined by how well they meet these goals. 
This is a much more preferable rendering of secularism, he argues, that refuses to identify 
institutions, religious or not, which deserve special attention.  
 Taylor’s intention is to show that secularism is, at the same time, a “deep feature 
of life in modern democracies” and in conflict with popular sovereignty, in which people 
“form an entity and have a personality.”41 Under the idea of popular sovereignty, the 
people somehow develop into “an entity that could decide and act together, to which one 
could attribute a will.”42 In exercising anything like a unified will, a people must 
somehow entertain the idea of operating by generally accepted common purposes while 
also claiming to allow the free expression of individual citizens. “Whether or not these 
claims are founded, the state must be so imagined by its citizens if it is to be 
legitimate.”43  
 Here we can see Charles Taylor identifying a phenomenon which he understands 
in similar terms to Rousseau’s conception of the general will. As discussed in the 
																																																						
40 Ibid., 41ff.  
41 Ibid., 42-3.  
42 Ibid., 43.  
43 Ibid., 43-44. 
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previous chapter, Rousseau’s intention was that the general will genuinely account for the 
will of each citizen without the need for the voice of the people to be unanimous. Without 
overstating Rousseau’s intentions, it is safe to suggest that Taylor rightly identifies the 
implications of Rousseau’s general will when he says that the people should remain in a 
perpetual “never-to-be-completed task of defining its collective identity.”44 But it will 
participate in this task under the modern ‘imaginary’ of a functioning liberal democracy.  
The ‘imaginary’ of a realized democracy is thus a necessary idea for the proper 
functioning of such a political world. For this reason, Taylor objects to Habermas’s view 
that one should do away with the idea of the ‘political’ as though it must, on pain of 
being meaningless, refer to an actualized state of affairs where government action is a 
product of popular sovereignty. For Taylor, one can understand the ‘imaginary’ of a 
liberal democracy as serving a pragmatic function, comparable to Kant’s argument that 
conceiving of a God as the law giver becomes a practically necessary idea for rational 
beings to be motivated to follow the moral law. It is no significant objection that the idea 
itself might not correspond to an obtaining state of affairs; what does matter is that the 
people are engaged in a materially valuable social discourse.  
 Taylor bemoans a peculiarly modern epistemological assumption present in the 
work of Rawls and Habermas pertaining to religious reasons, namely that religious 
reasons undermine the public use of secular reason, the latter of which is viewed as 
independently sufficient to guide the moral deliberations of the public. “So religious 
reason either comes to the same conclusions as secular reason, but then it is superfluous, 
																																																						
44 Ibid., 45.  
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or it comes to contrary conclusions, and then it is dangerous and disruptive.”45 The 
“epistemic distinction” he recognizes in this assumption is just such an example of 
privileging a certain institutional arrangement regarding religious and nonreligious 
intellect. A further implication of this distinction, he argues, is that there is a discursive 
“zone” in which the “language of the state” should have a universal appeal. The presence 
of such a non-religious zone implies that decision-making on behalf of the public is, on 
the whole, damaged by the presence of religious beliefs.  
 The idea of an “imaginary” is a useful conception, then, because it helps to clarify 
how these distinctions signify more than an “epistemic” distinction of religious and non-
religious content. Taylor writes,  
By social imaginary, I mean something much broader and deeper than the 
intellectual schemes people may entertain... I am thinking, rather, of the ways 
people imagine their social existence, how they fit together with others…and the 
deeper normative notions and images that underlie these expectations.46  
 
Taylor focuses on “the way ordinary people ‘imagine’ their social surroundings” by way 
of a conception of those surroundings that “is shared by large groups of people, if not the 
whole society” and which is a “common understanding that makes possible common 
practices and a widely shared sense of legitimacy.”47 He uses the example of a 
democratic form of government in which the act of voting makes sense to voters because 
it is part of a larger imagined set of social relations where, among others, citizens have a 
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46 Taylor, Modern Social Imaginaries, 23. 
47 Ibid., 23. 
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certain electoral relationship to representatives, and the majority vote has an obvious 
preferential status to that of the electoral minority. People understand voting out of an 
“awareness of the whole action, involving all citizens, each choosing individually but 
from among the same alternatives, an the compounding of the microchoices into one 
binding, collective decision,” or “macrochoice.”48 It is also the case, he argues, that 
wherever one goes in the national political context one can assume that other citizens 
share the same general imaginary as a guide to political participation. 
 However one conceives the nature of the shared political or moral imagination of 
some public, satire’s political power comes from its rhetorical strength to appeal to an 
audience to self-identify in recognizing and appreciating the moral weight of embedded 
irony. This dual recognition is an example of what has been referred to as the 
“maintenance of multiple mental representations,” or the ability to understand what is 
being said through satire as well as what are the more distant implications of what is 
being said.49 For example, I can recognize that Steven Colbert is taking on a stylized 
persona of conservative narcissism while at the same time considering how the 
implications of ‘truthiness’ in political speech are a diminished pursuit of, and access to, 
truth.50 Any given instance of satire will either resonate with a morally sympathetic 
public, or it will not. When it does resonate in this way, persons spontaneously identify 
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49 See Roger J. Kreuz and Richard M. Roberts, “On Satire and Parody: The 
Importance of Being Ironic,” Metaphor and Symbolic Activity 8, no. 2 (1993): 97-109. 
50 “Truthiness” was Colbert’s description for a belief as one that “feels true.” See 
chapter two for a review of the first episode of The Colbert Report.  
 149 
with the implicit point of view and are already brought into a deliberative exercise of 
evaluating the ideas made salient through that satire.  
 
Reading as Satire 
 The deliberative skills necessary for participating in a context of democratic 
liberal discourse are the same skills that make political satire possible; they involve social 
concern and a willingness for critical assessment, and a sense of entitlement to hold 
accountable those in positions of power. These abilities also involve expressing interest 
in the satirized subject as being engaged in the public activity of sharing reasons for the 
purposes of social change. Because satire is so complex of an indirect form of discourse, 
there is the possibility of exposing the foolishness of arguments without also naming the 
subject a fool. Much of satire is crafted for some measure of entertainment, to be sure. 
But that satiric performances are often amusing is of less concern for this chapter than 
that these performances function as critical readings that carry more or less implicit moral 
and social interests in eliminating political and religious violence. To expose an absurdity 
through satire is to expose a way of thinking, acting, and speaking, but it need not imply 
exposure for its own sake. Eliminating violence by redetermining the force of violent 
speech also eliminates the occasion for someone to function as perpetrator. 
 The art of exposing absurdities through satire need not be viewed as a form of 
punishment by public ridicule. Implied in the moral and rational character of satire is that 
the subject, as well, is able to see what kind of force results from the activity in question, 
and then can determine whether s/he was simply misunderstood, whether they had been 
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indelicate, or whether the criticism is fair. This is not to say that a subject will, or if they 
typically do, receive their satirization as a reformative gesture, but the possibility is there 
nonetheless. It is significant in this work that the possibility exists for satire to function 
similar to what Eve Sedgwick has called a “reparative reading” in contrast to readings 
that seek primarily to expose some obscure truth about violent intentions.51 It has been 
suggested in the earlier pages of this dissertation that there is a feature of satire that 
suggests that identifying and exposing absurdity should necessarily encourage the subject 
to abandon it. This is comparable to the Protagorean dogma that truth is inherently 
desirable.52 The idea Sedgwick challenges is that exposure alone is a worthy goal for 
critical readings.  
 Reflecting on some of the arguments she has developed over her career, as well as 
some of the more impactful selections from Judith Butler toward the end of Gender 
Trouble, Sedgwick recognizes a Ricoeurian ‘hermeneutic of suspicion,’ for which the 
analysis of discourse both uncovers truths and covers over others. She sees herself as 
succumbing to the temptation of being “trusting of the effects of exposure” to the extent 
that one misses the real possibility “that a fully initiated listener could still remain 
indifferent or inimical.”53 While there may be examples of how exposing shameful or 
criminal behavior can have obvious consequences, what Sedgwick is referencing is that 
																																																						
51 See Eve Sedgwick, Touching Feeling: Affect, Pedagogy, Performativity 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2003), 123f.  
52 See chapter 2 above re: Protagoras. 
53 Sedgwick, Touching Feeling, 138-9. 
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there is a concerning limitation in pursuing exposure “as though to make something 
visible as a problem were, if not a mere hop, skip and jump away from getting it solved, 
as least self-evidently a step in that direction.”54  
 In many ways, the exposure Sedgwick identifies is distinguishable from that 
enacted in satire just for the fact that the latter depends on a discursive context that is 
already inclined to agree with its moral implications. Exposure under a hermeneutic of 
suspicion, what Sedgwick calls a “paranoid reading,” is a sustained interest in exposure 
“would seem to depend on a cultural context…in which violence would be deprecated 
and hence hidden in the first place.”55 If so, there is little difference it can make to reveal 
something to which the public has already developed a benign awareness. 
 Sedgwick argues that the dangers in the project of critical, paranoid reading, 
characterized by a primary interest in exposure, include that it “may simply have required 
a certain disarticulation, disavowal, and misrecognition of other ways of knowing,” and 
that it “disallows any explicit recourse to reparative motives.”56 One different way of 
knowing, or of reading and interpreting the public performances of coercively 
presumptuous speech, is by way of reparative reading. Paranoid readings attempt to 
eliminate any possible “terrible surprises” lurking below public rhetoric. In contrast to the 
idea that a lack of consciousness regarding coercive speech and hidden motives is to read 
blindly or naively, Sedgwick is suggesting that an exclusive fixation on paranoid 
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approaches leaves one incapable of “extracting sustenance from the objects of a 
culture…whose avowed desire has often been not to sustain them.”57 
An alternate possibility of queer reading, reparative reading, interprets out of a 
sense of hope, leaving the reader with “room to realize that the future maybe different 
from the present.”58 “Hope,” she argues, “often a fracturing, even a traumatic thing to 
experience, is among the energies by which the reparatively positioned reader tries to 
organize the fragments…she encounters or creates.”59 What ones encounters in public 
discourse is a rhetoric, a peculiar set of speech acts with a history of essentializing, 
discriminatory power and use. To read reparatively is to refuse to assume that such 
discourse is inevitably and irremediably entrenched in abuse, but to be open to contingent 
possibilities that such speech might not indicate a worst case scenario, and thus speech 
may not always be an accurate indicator of motive.  
Sedgwick also finds that a prohibitive factor for reparative readings is that there is 
a lack of a sufficient vocabulary for ascribing more promising intentions to their 
acquaintances. While satire is much more of an art form, and hardly a well-established 
critical practice, the present analysis of satire demonstrates the compelling and 
informative possibilities of reorganizing the discursive performances of public figures. 
To elaborate on this, it is helpful to recall our discussion of satiric form and irony from 
chapter two. Linda Hutcheon argued that the conditions for the possibility of irony 
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include already-established discursive practices within a community. While she argued 
this thesis in opposition to the suggestion that irony shapes a community, her view 
ultimately does not rule out the potential for irony (and thus satire) to shape those 
communities.60 It may be, for example, that satire serves to identify indirectly what 
salient concepts are overlooked, underrepresented, or rendered mute by the satirized 
subject. On the other hand, a reparative practice might just be to proceed with the absurd 
premise that the subject was already in the act of performing satire. A satiric work may 
either succeed in consolidating public attention for a time, or it fails to resonate with 
widely held sympathies. When a consolidation of this sort happens, in Hutcheon’s words, 
a “miracle” occurs in which a cohesive discursive manifests itself despite “a great 
diversity of speech within even a single speech community.”61  
Ironic discourse, so she argues, is miraculous not only because of the fact that all 
speech communities are comprised of multiple accounts of meaning, but also because of 
the fragility of communal discourse, in which “comprehension is a complex 
process…fraught with difficulties. People lie; people misunderstand one another.”62 
When the question arises, or even if there is no question, about the motives of public 
figures wielding harmful speech, a reparative satiric interest will redetermine, hopefully 
and at great risk, that speech to function as an altogether different performance. That is, 
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Life” in Foundations in Sociolinguistics (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 
1974). 
 154 
rather than crafting a satiric representation of some subject, it becomes an option to 
respond, taking advantage of the vulnerability of speech acts, as though the reader was 
already encountering satire. 
When something as indirect, yet targeted toward specific political or religious 
allegiances, as irony communicates successfully across a broad populous, something 
exceptional occurs from a linguistic point of view. It is difficult to account for how satiric 
misfires could be avoided without the necessary currency of discursive norms in use 
within the community to enable its success. For someone like Hutcheon, one should 
consider these existing communities as the conditions enabling the comprehension or 
irony. However, because satire regularly involves critically examining ideas and public 
figures wielding political or religious influence, it also constitutes a strategy of reading 
their public performances to distill their practical, moral significance, and thus employs a 
social critical hermeneutic for doing so. That is, satire could focus on particular outcomes 
consequential to an abuse of power as a matter of intention, of oversight, or ignorance.  
Alternatively, a satiric approach to destructive discursive practices is for a reader 
to become the naïve ironist, not primarily to draw attention to the moral failings, but in 
order to redistribute its expressed rationale; that is, in order to determine that the force of 
some destructive illocution will not be destruction. In redetermining potentially 
destructive discourse toward another end, reading a subject as one would read satire 
accomplishes more than deflecting yet-one-more perpetration wherein the public is 
reduced to an object. A reparative satiric reading creates a discursive context in which the 
performer fails to be a destroyer, but, by the same performative event, succeeds in 
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reminding their audience of yet one more challenge to ending political and religious 
abuses.  
 
Conclusion 
While I would have preferred to examine novel-length satiric work in this 
dissertation, my approach assumed that the more popular mediums of online sources, 
television, and social media receive the kind of attention that are best capable of shaping 
the public understanding of satire. In these forms, satire is not like the long-form 
narrative of Evelyn Waugh, Mark Twain, George Orwell, Oscar Wilde, or others. The wit 
is different, the methods are drawn out and subtle, and the context is presented along 
satirical contents. A full appreciation of these figures may require different approaches 
than those taken here, including a closer examination of the literary theorists identified in 
chapter two. For example, Jonathan Greenburg describes the effective goal of satire in 
Evelyn Waugh’s A Handful of Dust.63 Citing a number of instances in which main 
characters gloss over tragedy in casual conversation, he argues, “The novel’s concern is 
less with who is hurt, or how badly, as with how some people respond when others are 
hurt. This book is about…our responses to their fates.”64 The narrative, then, is an 
extended exercise of rejecting an inherited sentimentalism. The range of rhetorical 
maneuvering in long-form fiction is different than that of less lengthy writings. Some of 
the same goals can be achieved in more popular works, but the digital age presents more 
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strategic means of targeting an audience. If the audience already knows what to expect 
from a satirist, such as whether they exercise progressive attitudes, some of the work is 
already done. Thus, drastically different modes demand unique methods of examination.  
The satiric practices implicit in the political and religious examples identified in 
the early chapters of this dissertation are best understood in terms of the rationalist 
category of reasons, how reasons are undermined, their political impulses, and their 
discursive consequences. If the arguments in this dissertation are convincing, there is 
theological value in satire because there are reparative possibilities embedded in satiric 
practices. The more that political speech takes up coercion through marketing strategies, 
misdirection, and brand-management strategies, the more it indicts the malleable 
affections of a wide range of the public. But it also implicates the effectiveness of 
appealing to outrage and a sense of the absurd. The satirist recognizes that whatever 
resources are available for doing harm, the same resources are available for unmasking, 
condemning, and redeterming harmful speech to more constructive, even redemptive, 
ends. The final problem of this work might be whether the idea of a redemptive wit is 
coherent in contemporary religious communities. Satire is significant because it is often 
an exercise in pragmatic moral criticism and operates on the level of reasons. Any idea 
that can be used as a premise for some conclusion can be used for some other conclusion 
as well. If the peculiarity of human discourse is, as Brandom has argued, a matter of 
giving and asking for reasons for what we do and say, then satire’s trade is in 
undermining the strength of discourse to justify objectionable beliefs and action.  
 Because satire is also a rhetorical deployment of irony, the effectiveness of satire 
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depends on some community already having a predilection for being critical of the 
subject in question. Moreover, the discursive community makes satire possible. This is 
especially significant for political speech, given that political speech of any stripe is 
intended to influence societal behavior and public attitudes; politics is the arena for 
determining the best arrangements for a public to live together. Political and religious 
satire, then, maintains that positions of power and authority are irreducibly subject to the 
communities over whom power is exercised. The implicit divisions in satiric discourse 
are that of the sovereign powers under criticism, and the general will of the public who 
lend their approval to the ironist’s moral indictment.  
 The most promising insight in this work is also the most challenging. That a 
discursive community is what makes satire possible implies that any reparative efforts 
informed by satire are only possible if there is a theological community already involved 
in practices of projecting better intentions and desires onto those who would otherwise 
perpetrate violence. Political and religious communities are already well aware of abuse 
and coercion both at the hands of their respective and as embedded in the discourse of 
everyday life in their communities. Attitudes and assumptions are shaped by reasons 
implicit in our shared taxonomy of human differences or in essentializing categories of 
identity. The challenge just is, in Brandom’s words, to make explicit the violence implicit 
in our normative discursive practices and in our thinking.  
It is difficult to say whether or not such a community exists that could make a 
practice of reparative satire, but it may not be as challenging to say what characteristics 
one should expect to find in it. First, the kind of community envisioned here is one that 
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has an awareness of how words are a poor indicator of meanings and intentions, and that 
ambiguity in communication persists throughout our dealings with one another. This is 
not merely a dry observation from analytic philosophers, but it accompanies a realization 
that people do not always have a firm grasp on what they are saying or how it impacts 
others. That is, contexts of ignorance very often breed ignorance. However, not everyone 
whose discourse has been shaped by presumption and bigoted ideas sees the world as 
bigots, or understands how their assumptions may be unfair. Similarly, not everyone 
whose experience has been shaped by the coercive auspices of heteronormativity is in a 
position of power or a position to recognize their own complicity. A community 
interested in disabusing the public of normativized abusive speech recognizes that, in the 
best cases, taking up such discourse is not always a self-understood act of abuse.  
Second, there will be a recognition that beliefs are attached to reasons, and do not 
exist outside of a network of lived experiences. A satiric community maintains that 
beliefs that are tied to particular experiences will destabilize when relocated to a 
contradictory experience. The categories we use to understand the world are hardly vetted 
for a uniform fit to the world. Coming to learn something new about the world and being 
able to express it is a matter of our implicit assumptions becoming more explicitly untrue. 
Although not always in a comedic sense, our false assumptions become laughable.  
This recognition is related to a third characteristic of a satiric community. A 
satiric community will have concern for the wellbeing of the powerless and recognize 
that addressing political and religious abuse is a matter of sharpening the attention of the 
public as much or more than it is a matter of indicting positions of authority. It will be a 
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community interested in shifting public consciousness to the ever-present threats that 
exist in structures of power and normativity. Political and religious harm echoes 
throughout ongoing discursive traditions, creating repetitions that eventually come to be 
taken as “just the way things are.” A vigilant satiric sensitivity is concerned with 
precisely the kind of absurdity that subtly passes as normal.  
Finally, a community will exhibit an optimism that it matters whether or not 
harmful discourse can be interrupted, overtaken, and coopted into a radically different 
exchange. Is it possible that some of the more awful behaviors and actions we can 
witness can take on the effective force of undermining themselves and the harm they 
otherwise inflict? What if they are embellished and made worse? One figure who has 
accomplished exactly this is Jonathan Swift, whose Modest Proposal satirizes early 18th 
century attitudes toward impoverished Irish communities including the rendering of 
compassionless egoisms toward their children. Among the proposals of buying them for 
their labor, or as an “excellent nutritive meat” serving at least four English adults, Swift 
suggests that the more thrifty of English patrons “may flay the carcass; the skin of 
which…will make admirable gloves for ladies, and summer boots for fine gentlemen.”65 
Swifts Proposal has received too little attention in this dissertation, but his satiric practice 
embodies the features of what has been addressed above. However one measures its 
effectiveness, Swift’s satire redetermines the attitudes of privilege-cum-empowerment 
toward their own demise. 
There is an ontological consequence of the preceding work to be found at sites 
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where potentially coercive public performances are taken over and repurposed for new 
discursive exchanges. When absurdities are made explicit, a perpetrator becomes 
something more pitiable, their reasons having been rendered as nonsensical and absurd 
within a new exchange. The result is an implicit destruction of a victimizing identity and 
a repaired subject with improved, if only less sinister, intentions.  
It may be that the most controversial of aspect of satire is the act of taking up such 
despicable resources in the first place, regardless of the ends to which they are being 
used. Michael Seidel has described the satirist as existing in a paradox wherein crafting a 
moral criticism means they are also “implicated in the debasing form of his action.”66 As 
with any other kind of public statement, the quickest and loudest response can become 
the dominant framework for understanding any given attempt at satire. But it is not clear 
that the most immediate reception is always accurate or the most productive response. If 
only to increase the arsenal of resources for subverting the political and religious abuse of 
power, satiric self-debasement might not be as bad as it sounds. 
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